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ABSTRACT
Only with the  fa irly  recen t adven t of Women's S tudies have 
attem pts been made to red iscover neglected works by female 
au thors . This d isserta tion  examines the  works of English 
playw rights  Aphra Behn (1640-1689) and Susanna Centlivre (1669- 
1723) and th e  uniquely female perception of th e  Restoration and 
early  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  they  have left  us. Both women wrote 
in tr igue  comedies, among o th e r  genres, within a generation of each 
other. Each made a rran g ed  marriage fo r  profit and the  suffering  i t  
caused women the  primary ob ject of he r  criticism and satire . But 
while the  women shared  a sex, nationality and vocation, not to 
mention a preoccupation with the  r ig h ts  of women, th e re  a re  
s ignificant d ifferences in the  way each handled the  same elements. 
This s tu d y  focuses on those  d ifferences in fo u r  areas: themes and 
conventions,. g en d er  issues , portrayal of the  same ch arac te r  types 
and morality.
After pinpointing th e  d isparities  using th e ir  plays as primary 
evidence, a materialist-feminist methodology is utilized to explore 
the  biographies of Behn and Centlivre and the  e ras  in which they 
wrote. This exploration attem pts  to show how dissimilarities in both 
account fo r  the  d ifferences  between the  two canons. Since Behn 
was the  f i r s t  Englishwoman to make a living by writing plays, and 
Centlivre the  most im portan t female p layw right in England until the  
twentieth cen tu ry , the  s tu d y  also documents the  evolution of the  
female playw right in England until women tu rn ed  to the  novel as 
th e ir  primary means of expression. The conclusion of th is  work is
th a t  while superficially  i t  appears  th a t  Behn and Centlivre trod  the  
same thematic path, im portant d ifferences  exist in th e ir  themes and 
how they  t re a t  them. These d isparit ie s  can be a t t r ib u ted  to the  
women's d iffe ren t lifes ty les  and th e  evolution of England from a 
quasi-medieval s ta te  to a capitalistic, constitutional monarchy.
vii
CHAPTER I
"RESTORING" THE RESTORATION AND BEYOND
In th e  in troduction to he r  book, His and Hers: Essays in
Restoration and E igh teen th-C entury  L i te ra tu re . Ann Messenger uses 
the  restoration  of an old painting as a metaphor for contemporary 
scho la rsh ip 's  attem pt to r e s u r r e c t  and re -eva lua te  neglected material 
and to view traditional works and criticism of them in l igh t of new 
d a ta .1 She a sse r ts  th a t  although lesser-know n works by both women 
and men a re  coming to l igh t " the  dim and invisible f igures  [in the  
painting] a re  more often women than  men. . . . The women, especially 
th e  women who wrote before Jane  Austen, a re  much less  known."2 
S ta tis tics  confirm th is  assessm ent. Between 1660 and 1720, over sixty 
plays by women were produced on the  London s tag e —more than from 
1920 to 1980.3 At leas t half of these  were by Aphra Behn (1640-1689) 
and Susanna Centlivre (1669-1723), y e t  until the  relatively recen t 
ad v en t  of Women's Studies, both the  women and th e ir  works were 
largely  ignored by c ritics  and scholars. The supposed indecency of 
Behn's plays, and, to a le sse r  extent, Centlivre 's, is  often cited by 
ear lier  generations of commentators as justification fo r the ir  neglect 
of the  two dram atis ts ' plays. Yet the  works of Behn and Centlivre 
a re  no more lewd o r lascivious than those  of th e ir  male colleagues; if 
anyth ing , th e ir  pieces tend to downplay the  salacious vu lgarity  so 
prominent in Restoration and early  e ig h teen th -cen tu ry  drama. Why 
then were these  p layw rights  shunned , and in Behn's case, even 
maligned, fo r th re e  hundred  years?
1
Once we cu t th rough  all the  scholarly  humbug and critical 
rationalizations, the  answ er is  clear: Behn and Centlivre were not f it  
su b jec ts  for serious  s tu d y  simply because they  were women. This 
a tt i tu d e  is grounded in beliefs about the  female sex th a t  go all the  
way back to the  Greeks in Western civilization. A woman's place was 
in th e  home: the  only respec tab le  roles she  could a sp ire  to were
those  of wife and mother. This dictum was as t ru e  fo r Socra tes 's  
mother as i t  was for women in Victoria's England. The domestic 
sp h ere  was considered the  only app rop ria te  female domain. Since 
feminine experience was limited to th e  p riva te  sector, the  argum ent 
went, it  lacked the  su p er io r  intellectual achievements and worldly 
experience of the  male, ergo, i t  was not important. Indeed, what 
angered some of Behn's and C entlivre 's  contemporaries, as well as 
la te r  l i te ra ry  a rb ite rs ,  was not so much what they  wrote bu t th a t  
they  dared to write  for the  public s tag e  a t  all.
This is not to say th a t  women were not allowed to write  anyth ing  
in Restoration England. They were perm itted—even encouraged—to 
engage in w riting—certain  kinds of writing: Homilies, le t te rs ,
religious t ra c ts  and the  like were considered app rop ria te  fo r the  well- 
educated woman to tu rn  her hand to since those g en res  were 
concerned with the  personal sp h e re  deemed woman's province. 
However, women were also allowed to exercise th e ir  supposedly  
inferior intellect by trans la t ing  th e  works of o thers . This liberality  
on the  p a r t  of the  ruling sex was due  to th e  fac t  th a t  none of these  
intellectual p u rsu its  was a th re a t  to male hegemony as they  did not 
t re sp ass  on the  man’s  domain, the  public arena. Even published
2
trans la t ions  by women were to lerated  since trans la t ing  was
traditionally "considered a 'feminine' (because
non-original) endeavor, bes t suited  for women."4 The a t t i tu d e  tha t  
re s tr ic ted  women to a l i te ra ry  ghetto  was not peculiar to the
Restoration; it  had a long and glorious h is tory  in Europe since
classical times and was predicated  on beliefs about the  female sex th a t
transcended  nationality and epoch. Not su rp ris ing ly , every  aspect of 
female existence, including a r t is t ic  expression, was affected by the  
in h e re n t  misogyny of these  views and the  oppression th a t  resu lted  
from them, yet some women managed to re s is t  and even triumph over 
what sometimes seemed insurm ountable  obstacles. Aphra Behn and 
Susanna Centlivre were two such women. But they were not the  f irs t .  
To b e tte r  u n de rs tand  the ir  achievements, and th e  ear lie r  victories 
th a t  made th e irs  possible, i t  is necessary  to take a brief look a t the  
h is tory  of the  woman playwright in England.
While a t f i r s t  glance, classical Greeks and early  Christian Church 
Fathers  would seem to have little in common, th e re  was one th ing they  
both agreed on—the  "natu ra l"  in ferio r ity  of women to men in every  
aspec t of being. Not only did they  reg a rd  Woman as inheren tly  evil— 
a f te r  all, the  C hris tians maintained, she was Eve's descendan t—but 
also intellectually limited. Possessing nearly every  Deadly Sin, 
especially lust, the  woman needed the s trong  hand of a man to keep 
her on the  s t ra ig h t  and narrow, as well as to make s u re  she tended 
to the  domestic du ties  he r  in ferio r in te llect was suited to. Indeed, by 
the  time Aphra Behn began writing "most Englishmen, including women
themselves, th ough t th a t  a woman was by n a tu re  incapable of h igher 
learning, being framed by God only fo r domestic d u tie s ."5
Realizing early  on th a t  literacy was empowering, th u s  too 
dangerous a tool to pu t in th e  hands of sinful women, and sincerely 
believing th a t  females lacked not only th e  capacity fo r h igher learning 
b u t  also th e  opportun ity  to exercise i t  s ince  they were confined to 
the  home, male au thorities  p rio r  to the  Renaissance recommended th a t  
any education for women above and beyond th e  s tr ic t ly  domestic be 
re s tr ic ted  to nuns. While th e ir  secular s is te r s  were being tra ined  to 
be good wives and mothers, a tra in ing  th a t  s trong ly  emphasized 
morality and obedience to husbands, upp e r-c la ss  women in convents 
from the  seventh  to th e  twelfth cen tu r ies  were allowed to learn  Latin 
and to s tudy  classical and Christian a u th o rs .6 Thus, i t  is not 
su rp r is in g  th a t  the  f i r s t  recorded  woman playw right in England was 
Katherine of Sutton, abbess  of Barking convent in the  fourteenth  
cen tu ry . Between 1363 and 1376 Lady Katherine penned adaptations 
of traditional liturgical plays designed to rouse  the  waning devotion 
of the  people.7 Other English abbesses  may also have con tribu ted  to 
" the  slow, anonymous, communal growth of the  medieval religious 
drama."8
Lady Katherine was able to dem onstrate  h e r  ability and learning 
because of he r  social position. Before the  m id-seventeenth  cen tu ry  
the  literacy ra te  among English women outside the  convents  and 
wealthy homes was extremely low.9 This condition was exacerbated  by 
the  dissolution of the  monasteries and convents . However, education 
for uppe r-c la ss  women and female re la tives of learned men was
promoted by Renaissance humanists who th u s  gave g rea t  impetus to 
th e  development of female l i te ra ry  activity. When Elizabeth Tudor 
became Queen Elizabeth I in 1558, fa th e rs  began to encourage the ir  
d a u g h te rs  to s tu d y  Latin and Greek, to do translations, to write 
poetry , and to pa rtic ipa te  in the  religious dialogues of th e  day so as 
to make them fit  members of the  intellectually  accomplished monarch's 
co u r t .10 Thus, most of the  women who wrote in the  sixteenth and 
seven teen th  cen tu r ies  were of the  privileged caste  and labored in 
some of the  same g e n re s  as men. While they  wrote closet dramas, 
masques and pastoral en tertainm ents , Renaissance noblewomen were 
particu la rly  encouraged  by p rofuse  p raise  to produce translations. 
Thus i t  was th a t  the  f i r s t  play by a woman published in England was 
a transla tion  of the  Marc-Antoine of Robert G am ier (1534-1590).11 
Antonie, written in 1590 and prin ted  in 1592, was the  work of Mary 
Sidney Herbert, Countess of Pembroke (1561-1621) and Sir Philip 
S idney 's  s is te r .  Although n ever  in tended  for acting, th is  tragedy  in 
th e  Senecan trad ition  was widely influential and spawned numerous 
Senecan imitations. The Countess also published a dramatic dialogue, 
a pastoral containing ten six-line s tanzas  called Thenot and Piers in 
Praise of Astraea (1602), the  f i r s t  original dramatic ve rse  w ritten  by 
a woman to appear in p rin t . Although until recently  remembered more 
fo r being a patron of l i te ra tu re ,  Mary Sidney, along with o ther 
Renaissance female t ran s la to rs ,  played a seminal role in crea ting  an 
English l i te ra ry  v e rn acu la r  in th e ir  tran s la t io n s ,12 and Lady Mary 
herself  was pe rhaps  " th e  f i r s t  au tho r  in English to show a method of 
dramatic exposition working d irec tly  th ro u g h  poe try ."13 Perhaps
because of the  Countess of Pembroke's example, Elizabeth Tanfield 
Cary (1586-1639), la te r  Viscountess Falkland, wrote and published the 
f i r s t  fu ll-length  original play by a woman in England.14 Written in 
1602 and published in 1613, th is  Senecan trag ed y  was called Mariam
and, like Antonie, was never in tended  fo r  acting.
Antonie and Mariam were closet dramas because i t  was considered
vu lgar to write fo r th e  public s tage . In sp ite  of what seemed like
p ro g ress  fo r the  Renaissance noblewoman, in actuality  the  old medieval
beliefs about women and the ir  place in the  scheme of th ings  were
little  changed. Although Renaissance cu rr icu la  were largely  the  same
for men and women, the  old distinction concerning sp h eres  of
influence still d ic ta ted  th a t  men should use th e ir  abilities in the
public domain while women confined themselves to the  p riva te  sector.
Education fo r women was not an end in itse lf  bu t was geared towards
res tra in ing  Woman's "natura l"  weak moral ch a rac te r  so as to make her
f it  fo r the  only role she  was created  fo r—th a t  of a wife.
Above all she  was to be ch as te  in th o u g h t and action. . . . 
She was to tend  to he r  household duties  industriously , so as 
not to waste he r  hu sb an d 's  goods; she must be silent much of 
the  time and not speak  o u t  or argue, so as not to be 
considered a shrew; and she must never be witty or clever 
le s t  she become a shameless tem ptress  of men.15
Thus, certain  kinds of writing such  as transla tions  and devotional
tex ts  were deemed appropria te  fo r educated  women because they were
th o u g h t to teach moral lessons and were not a th re a t  to th e  divinely
ordained h ie rarchy  th a t  made women vassa ls  to men.
The modicum of intellectual freedom women in England gained 
u nder  the  Tudors (1485-1603) was vitiated by the  accession of James 
S tu a r t  to th e  throne . During the  reign of th e  deeply misogynistic
James I (1603-1625), women lost much of the  ground they  had won, a 
situation Charles I 's  queen, Henrietta Maria (1609-1669), was 
determined to remedy. While not a l i te ra ry  figure, Charles 's  French 
queen had a profound effect on th e  English stage. Her a ttem pts  to 
ra ise  th e  s ta tu s  of women resu lted  in the  platonic cu lt of the  
precieuse. which promoted th e  idea th a t  women had the  ability to 
refine the  g ro s se r  sensibilities of men.16 She encouraged her 
cou rtie rs  to write plays i llus tra ting  he r  theories, th u s  the  gentleman 
playw right was born: the  onus on writing for the  public s tag e  would 
d isappear by the  Restoration.17 Indeed, the  young queen herse lf  had 
written  a pastoral play and masque she also had directed and acted 
in during  her f i r s t  year in England (1626). However, the  appearance  
of royalty on the  s tage  shocked some of Charles 's  more conservative  
cou rtie rs  and o th e r  influential people who thoroughly d isapproved of 
a woman's in trusion  in to  a public arena, and a queen a t  that. 
Henrietta Maria wrote no more plays b u t  she  continued to act in 
amateur theatr ica ls  in her priva te  apartm ents. Soon amateur 
theatricals  became common in polite c ircles so th a t  by 1660 women 
were allowed to act on the  public stage. As Nancy Cotton points out, 
"The admission of ac tresses  to the  s tage  was important fo r  women 
playwrights because as ac tre sses  women for the  f i r s t  time obtained 
theatrical apprenticesh ip . By the  e ighteenth  cen tu ry  th e re  would be 
a number of ac tre ss -p lay w rig h ts ."18 Not only did the  queen liberalize 
aris tocra tic  a tt i tu d es  tow ards ac tre sses  b u t also tow ards the  
commercial stage. The f i r s t  English queen to a ttend  plays a t  public 
thea tres ,  she prevailed upon her  husband "to do what no English
king had done before— he looked over s c r ip ts  and even suggested  
plots fo r several plays written  by o th e r s ." 19
Perhaps due to the  changing a t t i tu d es  toward ac tre sses  and the  
commercial stage, M argaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle (1623- 
1673), was able to achieve ano ther milestone fo r the  woman playwright 
in England in the  early  years  of th e  Restoration. The f i r s t  
Englishwoman to publish extensively in several d iffe ren t genres, she 
was also the  f i r s t  to publish collections of plays and has been called 
"England 's  f i r s t  feminist p layw righ t."20 Her Plays, a collection of 
closet dramas, was published in 1662, and in 1668, she in troduced a 
smaller collection, Plavs Never Before P r in ted . While her works have 
dubious l i te ra ry  value, they  a re  historically significant as early  
feminist statem ents, particu larly  the  la t te r  anthology which contains 
"some of the  most a rden tly  feminist plays e v e r  w rit ten ."21 Perhaps 
because of th e i r  su b v ers iv e  tenor and uncerta in  a r t is t ic  merit, the 
d u ch ess 's  plays were never performed: That honor went to Katherine 
Fowler Philips (1632-1664), " the  matchless Orinda."22 Philips, who 
married into the  g en try  and was admitted to aris tocra tic  circles, 
achieved prominence in th a t  time-honored, "feminine" endeavor, 
transla tion . However, since Restoration trans la t ions  in th e ir  own time 
were considered equ ivalen t to original works, Pompev. Philips’s 
transla tion  of Pierre Corneille's Pom pee, may be said to have been the  
f i r s t  dramatic work by a woman produced on the  public s tag e  when 
i t  premiered a t the  Thea tre  Royal in Dublin in February  1663. The 
f i r s t  rhymed English translation  of a French tragedy , Pompev was a 
sensational success  in i ts  own period and is  now considered the  best
Restoration transla tion  of i ts  kind. Philips was trans la t ing  Corneille's 
Horace when she  died in 1664. The m anuscrip t was completed by Sir 
John Denham, and the  play was produced a t  co u rt  on February  4, 
1668. Philips's successes  with Pompev and Horace a re  historically 
significant because they  signal th a t  conditions were favorable  for the  
en tran ce  of women into the  profession of playw riting.23 Indeed, a 
year a f te r  Horace was produced, the  f i r s t  original play by an 
Englishwoman was performed on th e  public stage. Titled Marcelia; or. 
The T reacherous Friend, it  was w ritten  by one Frances Boothby and 
mounted by the  King's Company in the  late  summer of 1669. Having 
dis tingu ished  herself  by th is  achievement, Boothby promptly re trea ted  
into th e  mists of time and was never  heard from again.24 I t  was le ft  
to ano ther  woman to pick up the  gauntle t.
That woman was Aphra Behn (1640-1689), whose f i r s t  play was 
produced a year a f te r  Marcelia in 1670. Many th ings  d is tinguished 
Behn from her uppe r-c la ss  and respec tab le  predecessors . While she  
was probably of the  gen try , she lacked th e  financial resources  to live 
a life of lady-like  leisure; she was, as she pu t it, "forced to write for 
Bread, and not ashamed to owne i t . " 25 Thus, she found herself 
compelled not only to e n te r  th a t  traditionally  male p reserve , the  
public arena, bu t also to compete with men, a definite  challenge to 
male hegemony. Since her very  existence depended on th e  success 
of he r  pen, Behn wrote to please he r  audience, and th a t  audience had 
only one th ing on its  mind—sex. As a re su l t  of giving the  public 
what i t  wanted and writing the  same kind of plays as he r  male 
colleagues, Behn was castigated and reviled as being "a scandal to
10
modesty." She was a victim of the  same kind of misogynistic 
p re jud ice  th a t  had confined learned  women in conven ts  in the  Middle 
Ages and p reven ted  Renaissance noblewomen from excelling in certain 
kinds of l i te ra tu re  deemed unfit fo r females. I t  was considered 
shocking by some th a t  a woman would violate feminine "modesty" by 
aggress ive ly  promoting her  own work, th a t  said work being enough 
to bring a blush to any respec tab le  lad y 's  cheek. The "matchless 
Orinda" would never have done it!
Behn's p riva te  life did nothing to help her  public cause—th a t  of 
being accepted on th e  same term s as males. In he r  plays she insisted 
on sexual equality between the sexes; she herself  made no bones 
about h e r  own several lovers. Unlike her  p redecessors ,  Behn never 
married, except pe rhaps  for a short- lived  union early  in he r  youth. 
She was in te lligent and did not hesita te  to use her  sh a rp  wit to 
verbally  annihilate her critics. In short,  if we look a t  the  c r i te r ia  fo r 
the  ideal woman quoted earlier, we realize th a t  Aphra possessed none 
of those  qualities and why she  was excoriated not only by her own 
contem poraries b u t by several generations  of su b se q u e n t  commentators 
whose views on the  female sex were essentia lly  medieval.
I have gone into some detail about Behn to emphasize the  
enormity of what she  did. Granted th a t  Restoration England with its  
less  re s tr ic t iv e  moral atmosphere was favorable  to phenomena like a 
professional woman playw right which would have been unthinkable  
fifty  years  earlier, i t  is  nonetheless im pressive th a t  Behn, in the  face 
of considerable opposition, managed to compete successfully  in a male 
a rena  on male terms. Angeline Goreau desc ribes  A phra 's  achievement:
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Aphra Behn, though she did not and could not know it  then, 
would signal a tu rn in g  in feminine h istory , a u g u r  a whole 
new spectrum  of possibility fo r he r  sex. Her example 
dem onstrated th a t  a woman—if lucky, if willing to s u r r e n d e r  
respectability , comfort, approval, p e rh ap s  even love; if 
p repared  to r isk  ridicule, loss of reputa tion , vilification or 
a t ta ck —might declare he r  autonomy and make a living by 
writing in an age when he r  only social and economic 
a lte rna t ive  was to marry o r  to find a wealthy 'p ro tec to r . '  She 
was both sign and cause: the  wave of women w rite rs  who
came a f te r  would have inevitably come, b u t  for he r  immediate 
successo rs  th e  ground she  gained was im portan t.26
Her success merits her something b e t te r  than  a footnote in history
since she  was the  foot in th e  door th ro u g h  which su b seq u en t female
playwrights, like Susanna Centlivre, were able to gain admittance to
a world denied th e ir  p redecessors . Behn was a g rou n d -b reak e r;
Centlivre took the  baton and ran with it, earn ing  herself  a place in
his tory  as the  only major female p layw right in England a f te r  Behn
until the  twentieth cen tu ry .  For these  reasons, if for nothing else,
Behn and Centlivre a re  significant.
In addition to the  historical significance of th e ir  c reators , the  
works of Behn and Centlivre a re  worthy of s tu d y  fo r th e ir  own sake. 
Behn, the  most prolific w rite r  of he r  time besides Dryden, produced 
works in several gen res  th a t  equalled or su rp assed  those of he r  male 
colleagues. C entlivre 's  plays were immensely popular during  her 
lifetime, and some kep t th e  s tage  well into th e  n ineteenth  cen tu ry . 
The purpose  of th is  s tudy , however, is not to examine the  a rt is t ic  
merits of both canons—th a t  is  taken as a g iven—b u t to invest iga te  
how the  immutable fac t of th e ir  sex affected Behn and Centlivre 's  
works. Many scholars a re  beginning to s t r e s s  " th a t  women's 
historical experience often d iffers  from men's regard ing  changing 
property  relations, institu tional control, religious and social ideologies.
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. . .”27 Thus, p a r t  of what I hope to achieve th rough  examination of 
th e  two women’s works is an illumination of a female perception of the  
society of the  time. Both Behn and Centlivre used the  same comic 
conventions as th e ir  male peers  bu t with a d iffe ren t aim in mind. 
Since both women res is ted  g ender  s tereo typ ing  and the  oppression of 
th e ir  sex, the  social world they  depict is  sub tly  d iffe ren t from th a t  
of the  male dramatists, and social and political even ts  in the  real 
world affected them differently .
For example, unlike many of the  gentlem en-authors, Aphra Behn 
wrote because she  had to. She was a single woman in a world which 
considered marriage the  only vocation fo r a female who would then 
have a husband to su p p o r t  her. Driven by necessity , i t  was much 
more im portant to Behn than to her d ile ttan te  colleagues th a t  her  
plays be successful. I t  was literally  a m atter of life and death to 
her. Thus, she  was compelled to write  w hatever pleased the  audience, 
as Susanna Centlivre did a f te r  her.
Behn and Centlivre also did not have the  education of the ir  
fellow playwrights. Obviously, both women had some kind of 
educational train ing, b u t  they  did not have the  classical background 
and philological expertise  considered essential fo r the  learned  w riter 
as did the ir  male compeers, many of whom were educated a t  a 
univers ity , an institu tion firmly closed to women. Both women, bu t 
particu larly  Behn, deplored the  system of the  time th a t  denied most 
females any bu t a very  cu rso ry  education—in fact, many au thorities  
believed a woman should be tau g h t  reading so she could read the  
Bible bu t tau g h t  to write  nothing except he r  name—and cited the ir
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su p er io r  education as th e  only th ing  th a t  men had th a t  made women 
seem inferior. I would a rg u e  th a t  th is  deficiency in tra in ing  dictated 
to some degree  the  gen re  in which th e  two w rite rs  were most 
successful. Both attempted t ra g e d y —with less  than felicitous resu lts .  
They simply did not have th e  rhetorical background or s t ru c tu ra l  
expertise  to c rea te  a consis ten tly  effective  tragedy . Their lack of 
formal education may also account fo r the  fac t  th a t  f req u en tly  plays 
by both Behn and Centlivre a re  h y b r id s—usually in tr ig u e  comedies 
with a la rge  element of th e  comedy of manners. They also wrote 
fa rces  and tragicomedies, anathema to th e  neoclassic c rit ics  who ruled 
the  l i te ra ry  world. Behn and Centlivre were not unaware of 
neoclassic ru le s—Behn is  openly contem ptuous of them in h e r  Preface 
to The Dutch Lover (1673)—b ut not having been formally indoctrinated 
in them, pe rhaps  the  women were less  bound by convention. Indeed, 
both p layw rights  emphasized the  glories of Nature and valorized 
"na tu ra l"  a r t is t ic  expression over writing done by an a rb i t ra ry  
formula. Also, we must remember th a t  both women were professionals 
whose livelihood depended on th e ir  appealing to the  p laygoers ' taste . 
In tr ig u e  comedies were popular, and both w rite rs  seem to have been 
more a t  home with th a t  gen re  fo r reasons a lready mentioned.
In addition to a natural p ropensity  fo r comedy, Behn and 
Centlivre may have fe lt  an affinity fo r in tr ig u e  comedies because they 
were excellent vehicles in which to c ri t ique  gender s te reo typ ing  and 
the  oppression of " the  fa ir  sex." With i ts  emphasis on love, sex and 
marriage, the  g en re  provided an opportun ity  for the  women to a ttack  
what both considered the  most opp ress ive  in s t i tu t io n —forced marriage
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fo r money. Of course, th is  was a common theme in comedies of the  
Restoration; however, as members of the  oppressed  "minority" 
themselves, I would a rg u e  th a t  Behn and Centlivre 's point of view 
d iffe rs  significantly  from th a t  of th e ir  male colleagues. For example, 
Behn's plays largely  re flec t the  libertine  philosophy of he r  fr iends  
and patrons  b u t  she d iffe rs  from them in one fundamental aspect. 
While the  male comic w rite rs  may have paid l ip -se rv ice  to the  
su ffe ring  caused by forced marriages and satirized the  hypocrisy  of 
"fashionable" spouses, they  did not seriously question the  system 
itse lf nor the  principles  underlying it. Behn, who may have been a 
victim of mercenary marriage early  in he r  life, was obsessed  with the  
way a rranged  m arriages oppressed  women and the  sexist a t t i tu d e  th a t  
facilitated th a t  oppression. While in some of he r  plays, young men 
are  being coerced in to  a forced union, more often than not the  most 
prominent victims a re  women who vigorously re s is t  a ttem pts to 
su b ju g a te  them. In h e r  plays, Centlivre sh a res  th is  a tt i tu d e  of 
res istance  to pa triarchal domination based on misogynistic views of 
women. Both w rite rs  were a t  some pains to emphasize th a t  women 
could be ju s t  as honorable, loyal and b rave  as men as opposed to the  
morally weak, deceitful and lascivious c re a tu re s  females were commonly 
deemed to be by religious and social authorities. Their s t ru g g le  to 
call attention to th e  p light of women may also account fo r the  
prominence of religious and political propaganda in Behn and 
Centlivre’s works. Not merely con ten t to satir ize  opposing religious 
and political views as th e i r  fellow dram atis ts  did, the  women actively 
proselytize not only in th e ir  plays, b u t  in dedications, prefaces,
prologues and epilogues as well. I th in k  Behn and Centlivre, who 
were on opposite  s ides of th e  political fence, were more concerned 
with religious and political ev en ts  than th e ir  male peers  were because 
each woman labored u n d e r  the  fond delusion th a t  if he r  particu la r  
faction could ju s t  gain the  u p p e r  hand, women would a t  la s t  receive 
some justice . In sho rt ,  I would a rg u e  th a t  the  plays of Behn and 
Centlivre have a didactic function not in h e re n t  in those of th e ir  male 
colleagues which makes them significantly  d iffe ren t from the re s t  of 
the  Restoration and early  e ig h te en th -ce n tu ry  canon.
An exploration of th a t  d ifference  would go fa r  in " resto r ing  the  
pic ture ,"  to use Ann M essenger's  metaphor, which is why I undertook 
th is  s tudy . I agree  with Mary R. Mahl and Helene Koon who have 
written  of women au th o rs  th a t  " the ir  acceptance or rejection of 
contem porary values provides a d is tinc tive  in s ig h t  into a past  world 
from which the  p re s e n t  has em erged ."28 Aphra Behn and Susanna 
Centlivre a re  particu la rly  illuminating in th is  re sp ec t  as both women 
shared  a sex, nationality and vocation b u t  d iffered profoundly in the ir  
acceptance or rejection of certa in  contem porary values. What those 
differences a re  and how the  values them selves may have changed over 
time a re  a t  the  h ear t  of my work. Thus, I will analyze the  plays of 
both women focusing on the  d isparit ie s  between th e ir  works, 
especially in the  a rea  of g en d er  issues . An attem pt will be made to 
d iscover the  fac to rs  responsib le  for th e se  d isparities  and determine 
how they  affected the  development of the  female p layw right in 
England. I have chosen a materialist-feminist methodology to 
accomplish th ese  tasks , an approach which entails  a thorough
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examination of the  en t i re  context in which tex ts  a re  produced with
special a tten tion  to the  b iographies of both au tho rs  and the  social,
political and economic conditions u n d e r  which they  wrote. I have
adopted th is  method to avoid th e  kind of scholarly  "sin of omission"
described  in th is  anecdote:
There  was a time when such a d is tingu ished  critic  of the  
novel as Ian Watt could observe  th a t  ' th e  m arriage of the  
p ro tagon is t usually leads to a rise  in the  social and economic 
s ta tu s  of the  bride, not th e  bridegroom,1 and conclusively 
a t t r ib u te  th is  pa t te rn  to th e  p reponderance  of women in the  
novel-reading  public, th u s  completely ignoring  th e  more 
p e r t in en t  legal explanation th a t  a woman's money in the  
e igh teen th  and n ineteenth  cen tu r ies  was almost totally 
controlled by th e  men in th e  family—were a he iress  to marry 
a bu tle r , she  could find he rse lf  reduced to working as a 
chambermaid; Mr. B. faced no such consequences.29
Since Behn and C entlivre 's  plays reflect to a la rge  degree  the  world
in which they  lived, i t  behooves a scholar to know as much as
possible about th a t  world to u n d e rs tan d  why they  wrote what they
wrote. That is th e  "materialist" p a r t  of the  "materialist-feminist"
critique . The "feminist" p a r t  deals  with gender is su es  such as
g en d er  construction , the  depiction of th e  re lationship between the
sexes, and women's position within society.
While th e re  a re  similarities between th e  works of both women, my 
critical point of view will s t r e s s  the  d ifferences  in plot, theme and 
charac terization . Both au tho rs  primarily wrote in tr ig u e  comedies bu t 
th e re  a re  s ignificant d ifferences  in these  areas, and I th in k  those 
d isparities  can tell us  much about th e  effect th a t  changes  in the  
social, political and economic environm ent had on th ese  two 
playw rights  in pa r ticu la r  and o th e r  l i te ra ry  women in general.
Behn's and Centlivre 's  plays will p rovide the  primary evidence 
fo r th is  s tudy . They will be considered chronologically only in the  
chap te r  which deals with the  biographies of the  two w riters; 
otherwise, plays will be used w henever they  su p p o rt  an argum ent. 
My point of a ttack  is  basically tw o-pronged: 1) an examination of the
differences between the  two canons; and 2) an explanation of those 
differences. Thus, Chapter Two will pinpoint how the  comedies of 
Behn and Centlivre d iffer in terms of themes and conventions while 
Chapter Three will focus on g en d er  construction , portrayal of the  
same ch arac te r  types, and morality. C hapters  Four and Five concern 
themselves with the  second p a r t  of my point of a ttack  with the  former 
consisting of an examination of the  two women's lives and the  la t te r  
comprising an exploration of the  social, political and economic 
conditions under  which both women wrote. The la s t  ch ap te r  will be 
an assessm ent of the  da ta  in the  preceding  chap te rs  and a summary 
of conclusions drawn from them.
In conclusion, I would like to quote Katharine M. Rogers, whose
statem ent describes  th e  philosophy which underlies  th is  undertaking:
Women au tho rs  must be evaluated as men a re —in the  context 
of th e ir  period and the mainstream of l i te ra tu re —not isolated 
in a l i te ra ry  ghe tto  with i ts  own separa te  s tan d a rd s .  . . . 
Only then will i t  be possible to make sound generalizations 
about th e  d ifferences between women's work and men's and 
th e  pa rticu la r  contribution of women to th e  trad ition .30
In accord with th a t  mandate, th is  s tu d y  re p re se n ts  an e ffo rt  to shed
more ligh t on two women who made sign ifican t con tribu tions  to the
English theatre , with an eye toward a b e t te r  unders tand ing  of the
plays and of the  personalities and periods which shaped them. This
s tu d y  aims also to con tribu te  to o u r  comprehension of how social,
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political and economic conditions in England affected the  development 
of the  female p layw right and her  l i te ra ry  works. Since in tr ig u e  
comedies, the  major focus of th is  s tudy , deal primarily with love, sex 
and marriage, they  a re  excellent vehicles fo r dem onstrating how 
changes in the  s ta tu s  quo affected perceptions of g en d er  construction  
and the  relationship between the  sexes. Feminist scholar Josephine 
Donovan has a sse r ted  th a t  "one main concern feminist c r i t ic s  have is 
to re tr ieve  the  extensive body of women's l i te ra tu re  and a r t  th a t  has 
been neglected in the  pas t— not only to re tr ieve  i t  bu t to in teg ra te  
i t  into the  canon."31 I hope th is  work will be one small s tep  toward 
achieving th a t  goal.
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CHAPTER II 
A "PARADISE FOR WOMEN"?
"England is a parad ise  fo r women, and hell for horses"  was a 
popular epigram among Continental t ra v e le rs  who had visited the  
English c o u r t .1 In th e  Renaissance it appeared  to th e ir  European 
s is te r s  th a t  English women enjoyed more freedoms than they  bu t 
appearances  can be deceiving, and what l ittle  re sp ec t  and "equality" 
th e  la t te r  may have gained u n d e r  th e  Tudors had largely  disappeared 
by 1660 when Charles II ascended the  th rone . Henrietta Maria's cult 
of p rec iosite . which idealized women and emphasized th e ir  morally 
transform ative  powers, became th e  b u t t  of satirical a t tacks  by men 
whose perception of " the  opposite sex" were both medieval and 
misogynistic. Once again the  common assumption th a t  females were by 
n a tu re  intellectually  in fe rio r  to males with a g re a te r  carnal 
susceptib ility  dominated life and art. Such a c re a tu re  was a 
dangerous th re a t  to the  d iv ine ly-insp ired  h ie rarchy  so every  a ttem pt 
was made to confine women firmly in the  home where they were 
constantly  exhorted to be moral exemplars in th e ir  limited roles of 
wife and mother. Exacerbating the  implicit misogyny of th is  a tt i tude  
was a new aw areness of sexuality: "[T]he new acknowledgement of
human sexual needs only added to the  fea r  and antagonism male 
w rite rs  felt toward women."2
This new aw areness of sexuality took cen te r  s tag e  in Restoration 
England due in la rge  p a r t  to th e  violent reaction of Charles II and 
his co u rt ie rs  against the  a u s te r i ty  and seve rity  of th e ir  Puritan 
p redecesso rs . Having chafed u n d e r  years  of Puritan re s t ra in t  or
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endured  exile, the  a ris tocracy  le t  themselves go with a vengeance so
th a t  "promiscuity, systematic frivolity, and ex travagance  were adhered
to as a social norm": "Adultery was p a r t  of the  calling of a
gentleman, as essential to his place in society as fluency in French,
a wig, o r  a sword a t  his s ide ."3 The moral tone of the  co u rt  was set
by the  "Merry Monarch" himself with his openly acknowledged
m istresses and illegitimate offspring . The cynicism of his cou rtie rs
reflected th a t  of Charles himself: His contem porary, Gilbert Burnet,
observed  th a t  the  king "had a v e ry  ill opinion both of men and
women; and did not th ink  th e re  was e i th e r  s incerity  o r  chastity  in the
world ou t of princip le ."4 The licentious atmosphere of the  co u rt  was
d isas trous  fo r women who found themselves downgraded from human
beings to sexual objects. Thomas Babington Macaulay describes  the
consequences of the  so-called "sexual revolution" fo r the  ladies:
Unbridled debauchery , the  na tura l consequence of unnatura l 
severity , was the  prevailing fashion in those days, involving, 
of course, the  moral degradation of women. I t  was good tas te  
to idolise feminine beauty in a coarse and shameless manner. 
Admiration and desire  aroused by women was ve ry  rarely  
combined with re sp ec t  and real a ttachm ent o r  with any kind 
of chivalrous feeling for them, and the  qualities which fit ted  
them to play the  p a r t  of companion, adv ise r  and tru s tw o rth y  
fr iend , repelled the  l ibertines  of Whitehall ins tead  of a ttrac t ing  
them.5
Thus, the  misogyny of society a t  la rg e  was reflected by the  "wits" 
who dominated Charles 's  co u rt  and the  social scene.
As p roponents  of the  "sexual revolution," the  gallants paid lip -  
serv ice  to the  idea th a t  women were entitled  to th e  same sexual 
freedom as men, claiming to re jec t  traditional views of women. 
However, they not only subscribed  to received ideas abou t females bu t 
added to them a physical repulsion fo r feminine sexuality. The wits
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were obsessed with the  possibility th a t  women could have th e ir  own
sexual desires  instead  of merely serv ing  as passive receptacles  for
male gratification.6 The fear  and antagonism th is  aroused  in them
contribu ted  to th e ir  cynical and h ear tless  trea tm en t of women. In
d irec t  co n tra s t  to th e  neoplatonism of an ea r lie r  age, the  rakes  had
declared love obsolete, considering i t  "an e laborate  myth to cover
what was really no more than sexual desire  p ress ing  to be sa tis f ied ."7
Chastity and fidelity were out of fashion, as was any respec t for
women; thus , ladies were seduced, then  dropped  as soon as they
succumbed. Believing th a t  "Desire must find i t s  expression w herever
and w henever i t  a rises ,"  the
proponent of the  'new sexuality ' of the  1660s gave his 
mistress no commitments and no rea ssu ran ces—except th a t  of 
his own capriciousness. The only pledge a woman might have 
in an affa ir with a wit was the  ce r ta in ty  th a t  he would sooner 
or la te r  abandon her  for some f r e s h e r  ad v en tu re  and probably 
prove unfaithful even before.8
Indeed, a gallant 's  reputation  depended on his sexual track  record:
'" [I]f  you wished to be excused in society,' wrote Lord Buckhurst,
'say  th a t  cun t detained thee .11,9
Conversely, a woman who emulated th e se  "liberal" wits was 
despised as being a whore. Even though the  l ibertines  had declared 
th e ir  contempt for all notions about feminine "modesty," they 
themselves still adhered  to them. They took g re a t  pains to seduce  a 
woman bu t once she had submitted they  hated h e r  fo r it, claiming, as 
the  Earl of Rochester did in a poem, th a t  "man's n a tu re  is th a t  
satisfaction extinguishes love."10 Male f light in th e  face of feminine 
response  was so p reva len t tha t  contem poraries commented on i t  
repeated ly .11 F u rther ,  the  wits imputed th e ir  own fa ith le ssness  to
women: Lorenzo Magalotti, a v is itor to the  court  of Charles II,
observed , "The rule is th a t  in all th e  Court of England th e re  was not 
a t  th a t  time any honest woman except th e  Queen, b u t she was 
universally  repu ted  to be weak and not very  c leve r ."12 Given the 
rakes ' conflicting a t t i tu d es  toward feminine "modesty" and sexuality, 
even notorious women tr ied  to maintain a semblance of respectability: 
"Sexual experience reduced  the  value of a lady even as it  served  to 
make a gallant more charming. Too many love affa irs  inevitably 
branded  her  a w hore ."13 This sexual double s tan d a rd  pu t women in 
an impossible position: If a woman tried  to remain chaste, she was
despised as a prude; if she submitted, she was reviled as a harlot. 
This no-win situation and the storm of feminine p ro tes t  i t  evoked 
engendered  the  battle  of the  sexes which dominates Restoration 
l i te ra tu re , as i t  did th e  society.
One of the  most conspicuous battlefields of the  war between the 
sexes was the  ins titu tion  of marriage. Here again, traditional notions 
about female "modesty" reared  th e ir  ugly heads. Marriage in 
sev en teen th -cen tu ry  England was one of the  primary vehicles by 
which families built dynasties  and gained s ta tu s  and property . The 
system, however, depended on the  legitimacy of heirs. Samuel 
Johnson articulated  the  traditional argum ent against female sexual 
freedom and the  basis of the  sexual double s tanda rd  when he told 
Boswell th a t
women . . . a re  the  basis of p roperty ; marriage e n su re s  the  
o rd e r  of society and the  peaceful and legal transmission of 
property . Adultery throw s all th a t  in doubt. 'Confusion of 
progeny consti tu tes  the  essence  of the  crime; and the re fo re  
a woman who b reaks  her marriage vows is much more criminal 
than a man who does it. ' . . .  I asked him if i t  was not hard
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th a t  one deviation from chas ti ty  should so absolutely ruin a 
young woman. JOHNSON. 'Why, no, Sir; i t  is  the  g rea t  
principle  which she  is  taugh t.  When she has given up th a t  
principle, she  has given up every  notion of female honor and 
virtue , which a re  all included in c h a s t i ty . '14
Thus, a man could enjoy unlimited sexual privileges, while his s is te r,
whose only value to he r  family lay in her marriageability, had to
avoid even a h in t of "immodesty" since her  most im portant asset,
outside of he r  dowry, was her  v irginity .
This inequitable  s ta te  of affa irs  did not end a t marriage. Unlike 
his wife, a gentleman had sexual a lte rna tives  because of the 
widespread belief th a t  a wife should tu rn  a blind eye to her 
h u sb an d ’s extra-m arita l a ffa irs .15 Indeed, being a wife among the 
upper  c lasses a t th is  time often meant being confined to a lonely 
countryhouse  fa r  from London for most of one 's  life while one 's  
spouse was free  to do as he liked in London.16 This confinement was 
usually an a ttem pt to keep in tac t  family "honor," which both fa th e rs  
and husbands  associated with a woman's chastity .
The a rran g ed -m arriag e  system was predicated on the  belief th a t  
women were the  p ro p e r ty  of the  men in th e i r  l ives—f ir s t  fa th e rs ,  then 
h u sb an d s—and the  perception of marriage as a commercial 
a rrangem ent between two families, love being a pure ly  secondary 
matter th a t  was the  du ty  of the  a lready married. Marriage fo r money 
was th e  ru le ra th e r  than the  exception, especially among the  upper 
classes when fo r tu n es  were a t  stake. Francis Osborne expressed  the  
common view: "He th a t  takes  a wife wanting money is a slave to his
affections, doing the  b ases t  of d ru d g e r ie s  without w ages."17 A 
marriage settlem ent was negotiated like any o th e r  bus iness  con trac t
26
as it  involved se tt ing  amounts fo r  what the  b ride  would bring  to the  
union, he r  dowry o r "portion," and th e  size of the  " jo in tu re ,"  the  
money or p ro p e rty  th a t  would be settled  on her by he r  husband 
should she out-live  him.18 With money a t  s take , th e  vital decision of 
whom one would marry was usually not le f t  up to  the  young people. 
While i t  was legal in England for a boy of fourteen  and a girl of 
twelve to marry without parental consent, p a re n ts  had to have the ir  
ch ild ren 's  consent fo r a marriage to be valid. Theoretically, i t  was 
possible for a proposed union to be effectively stopped a t  the  very  
a ltar by a simple negative answer to the  question, "Do you take th is  
man for your husband?". However, most children were educated  to 
accept traditional marriage arrangem ents  even though in some cases 
the  prospective b ride  and groom were the  la s t  to know of the ir  
impending nuptials. Clearly, the  emotional and physical needs of the  
young m arriers  were of secondary  importance, though we must 
remember th a t  modern ideals of romantic marriage were not p a r t  of 
s ev e n teen th -cen tu ry  cu lture . A loveless match was not always deemed 
a fa ilure  since the  p a r tn e r s  had not come to i t  with the  expectations 
of emotional and physical fulfillment modern couples bring to a 
union.19 In Dorothy Osborne's words, "To m arry fo r love were no 
reproachful th ing if we did not see th a t  of the  thousand  couples th a t  
do it, hard ly  one can be b ro u g h t fo r an example th a t  i t  may be done 
and not repented  of a fte rw ards ."20 In fact, any th ing  approaching 
passion (lust) was abominated; according to Henry Smith, "[T]here 
belongeth more to m arriage than two pay re  of bare  legges ."21 While 
marriage fo r money was beginning to be a ttacked  d u ring  the
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Restoration, ev idence su g g e s ts  th a t  th e  commercial a sp e c t  of 
matrimony was actually  on the  in c rease  d u r in g  Aphra Behn's lifetime.22
Marriage, of course, did not f ree  a woman from male ty ra n n y  as 
sh e  simply s u b s t i tu te d  one master, her  fa the r ,  fo r  ano ther ,  her 
husband . In th e  eyes  of s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  English common law, a 
married woman became a femme covert, which meant she  was absorbed  
in to  the  iden ti ty  of h e r  husband , leaving h e r  few legal r ig h ts .  Her 
husband  had sole adm inistration of all of his wife 's p ro p e r ty .  She 
could own nothing, make no con trac ts ,  su e  o r be sued , and had no 
legal claim to her  own children. Thus, sh e  had no legal reco u rse  if 
h e r  husband  beat h e r  o r  th rea ten ed  h e r  life, and she  could not leave 
him because  any money she  made to su s ta in  herse lf  was automatically 
h is .23
Women of the  seven teen th  cen tu ry  recognized m arriage fo r the  
re la tive  loss of freedom i t  re p re sen ted  b u t  the  only a lte rn a t iv e  to  i t  
was worse. In th e  ha rsh  reality  of Restoration England, m arriage was 
crucial to women as th e  only way for them to  gain any kind of s ta tu s .  
A s p in s te r  was doomed to a life of humiliation and economic in secu r i ty  
so th a t  even a bad marriage was p re fe rab le  to no m arriage a t all. 
Bachelorhood ca r r ied  no ignominy and, th a n k s  to the  double s tan d a rd ,  
single men enjoyed  sexual freedom denied to unmarried women because 
even a  h in t of "immodesty" could d e s tro y  a woman's life. 
Consequently, i t  was much more im portan t fo r English women to wed 
than  i t  was fo r th e i r  b ro th e rs .
U nfortunate ly , the  l ib e r t in es  who dominated society viewed 
m arriage as  a re p re ss iv e  ins titu tion , a c u rb  to th e i r  prec ious  freedom
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and th e  sexual v a r ie ty  they  valued so highly. Even though  a 
h u sb an d 's  ex tra -m arita l ac tiv ities  were accep ted  with a wink and a 
smile from society, i t  was still inconven ien t to be saddled  with a wife 
who might be jealous or, worse yet, false. (Although a d u l te ry  was 
th e i r  favorite  hobby, Restoration ra k e s  had an in o rd in a te  fe a r  of 
being cuckolded them selves.) The wits also affected  to  scorn  m arriage 
fo r  p rof it  b u t  they  n ev e r th e le ss  wed fo r  financial re a so n s .24
The Restoration g a l lan t 's  aversion  to  m arriage shaped  much of 
th e  p e riod 's  l i te ra tu re ,  a culmination of a t r e n d  begun in the  early  
p a r t  of th e  c en tu ry .  Noting th e  lack  of poems in th e  ear ly  
sev en teen th  c en tu ry  in which spouses  a d d re s s  each o ther ,  David J. 
Latt a t t r ib u te s  th is  to th e  fac t th a t  " a r is to c ra t ic  m arriages were less  
a m atter of passion than  of policy."25 I f  passion was missing in 
marriage, i t  took c e n te r  s tag e  in Restoration l i te ra tu re .  The comedy 
of th e  period in p a r t ic u la r  reflec ted  th e  rea l-life  ba tt le  of the  sexes 
engen d e red  by th e  misogynistic view of women and feminine p ro te s ts  
ag a in s t  it. Art imitated life by making m arriage the  ba ttleg round  
wherein male and female w restled  fo r  domination. The typical 
Restoration comedy usually  revolves a round  a ra k e 's  a ttem pt to seduce  
one or more young ladies w ithout committing himself in any way. For 
h e r  part,  the  heroine is b en t on t ry in g  to tame h e r  ga llan t to a 
promise of constancy  o r  even m arriage w ithout actually  going to  bed 
with him f i r s t ,  which, of course , would ru in  her. Marriage itse lf  is 
not a focus of th e se  plays; th e  fun  a r ise s  from watching an 
" I r re s is t ib le  Force" meet an "Immovable Object," or, as Marlene 
S p r in g e r  p ic tu resque ly  comments, "[Sjexual campaigns a re  deemed
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a rtis t ica lly  in te re s t in g ;  th e  term in office is  no t."26 However, i t  is  on 
th e  question  of m arriage th a t  th e  d if fe ren t  a t t i tu d e s  of both sexes 
tow ards  love, sex and matrimony a re  co n tra s ted  in comedy, and  th e  
in s t i tu t io n  itse lf  dramatically i l lu s tra ted  woman's total subord ina tion  
to  man. Thus, what was simply an ev en in g 's  en te r ta in m en t fo r  th e  
male p layw righ t became in Aphra Behn's  hands  feminist polemics.
Before Behn (1640-1689) b u r s t  on th e  theatr ica l  scene  in 1670,
th e re  had been few com petent female w r i te rs  in England since women
of all c lasses  were b ro u g h t  up primarily to be wives and mothers and
given  only enough education to fulfill successfu lly  th e ir  domestic
ro les .27 Even more of a d e te r r e n t  to women w riting and publish ing
was th e  prevailing view th a t  women should confine them selves to th e
" p r iv a te  sp h e re"  of th e  household and not in t ru d e  on th e  masculine
province, th e  "public  sp h e re"  of th e  world. Here again, "modesty"
k ep t females in th e i r  place:
The social hegemony of modesty and i t s  a t t r ib u te s —virtue , 
honor, name, fame, and rep u ta t io n —serv ed  to  police the  
seg rega tion  by ascrib ing  a  sexual s ignificance to any 
penetra tion , e i th e r  from within o r  without, of a woman's 
'p r iv a te  circ le '. To publish one 's  work was to make oneself 
'public ': to expose oneself to ' th e  world'. Women who did so 
violated th e i r  feminine modesty both by eg re ss in g  from the  
p r iv a te  sp h e re  which was th e i r  p ro p e r  domain and by 
perm itting fo reign  eyes  access to what o u g h t to remain hidden 
and anonymous.28
Notions abou t "modesty" posed pa r t icu la r ly  d ifficult problems for 
female p layw righ ts  since i t  limited them in th e i r  choice of su b jec ts  
and words; th e  repu ta tion  of th e i r  whole sex could be blackened by 
th e i r  boldness. Indeed, no less  a f ig u re  than  John Dryden counseled 
an asp ir ing  female poet to "avoid th e  licence of s ty le  which Aphra
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Behn allowed herself ,  fo r  th is  gave ’some scandall to  th e  modesty of 
h e r  sex . '"29
The exigencies of Restoration society , however, were responsib le  
fo r Behn's " t ra n sg re s s io n ."  The only two social roles available to 
" th e  fa ir  sex" in male-dominated England were th a t  of wife or 
m istress, both of which made women d ep en d en t  on men. A single 
woman had li t t le  chance  of making i t  on h e r  own so i t  was sh ee r  
necessity  th a t  compelled th e  unm arried  Behn to become th e  f i r s t  
woman in England to su p p o r t  h e rse lf  by w riting plays. As the  only 
professional female p layw righ t in th e  1670s and 1680s, "she  was an 
often embattled minority of o ne ."30 Vilified not only fo r he r  bold 
invasion of masculine te r r i to ry  b u t  also fo r he r  "immodesty" in 
w riting the  same kind of bawdy comedies as  h e r  male colleagues, Behn 
often complained abou t the  double s ta n d a rd  a t work within criticism 
of th a t  time which deemed th e  f ran k ly  sexual jokes  and s itua tions  in 
plays by men "wit," and th e  same material in h e r  work, "obscenity ."  
Some even accused h e r  of plagiarism, a ss e r t in g  th a t  he r  male lovers  
m ust have w ritten  h e r  plays because  women j u s t  w eren 't  th a t  c lever. 
In th e  face of considerab le  opposition, Behn p e rsev e red  and became 
one of th e  most popular p layw righ ts  of h e r  e ra .
P art  of h e r  popularity  was due  to  h e r  ta len t  fo r w riting in tr ig u e  
comedies, one of th e  most commercially successfu l g e n re s  of th e  
period. Originally modeled upon th e  comedies of Beaumont and 
Fle tcher b u t  heavily influenced by Spanish  comic plays, th e  comedy 
of in tr ig u e
consis ted  of a  plot involving one o r  more cynical ga llan ts  who 
so u g h t to seduce  {or m arry) a like number of b r isk  young
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ladies, and who had to  overcome o r  c ircum vent a heavy fa th e r ,  
an old husband , o r  a  s e t  of rivals . Fortified with a  va rie ty  
of fools, co u n try  bumpkins, b ra g g a r ts ,  fops, and half-w its  (all 
of whom provided  broad  physical comedy by th e ir  appearance  
and behavior in farcical s itua tions) , and spiced with erotic  
bedroom scenes, p re t ty  a c t re s s e s  in b reeches, and passages  of 
double e n ten d re ,  a m erry  in t r ig u e  comedy was s u re  to please 
th e  ta s te  of th e  Town.31
Within th a t  framework, often  Behn would in tro d u ce  comedy of manners
elements as he r  hero  and heroine commented on th e  foibles and
silliness of those a round  them, bu t, unlike those  of her  fellow
dram atis ts , he r  c h a ra c te rs '  sa tir ic  a t ta ck s  were f req u en tly  d irec ted
ag a in s t  the  sexual double s ta n d a rd  and th e  oppression  of women,
particu la rly  in th e  a r ra n g ed -m arr ia g e  system. S usanna  Centlivre
(1669-1723), whose f i r s t  play was produced  eleven y e a rs  a f te r  Behn's
death , also wrote comedies of in tr ig u e  and sh ared  Behn's concern  with
th e  forced m arriage theme b u t  h e r  approach  and trea tm en t of i t  were
substan tia lly  d iffe ren t.  The following d iscussion  will a d d re ss  th e
question of how the  w orks of th e  two women who wrote in the  same
g en re  on th e  same s u b je c t  within a genera tion  of each o th e r  d iffe r  in
the  a rea  of themes and conventions. C hap ter  3 will continue ou r
investigation  by exploring d isp ar i t ie s  in th e  two canons in the  a reas
of g e n d e r  construction , po rtraya l of the  same c h a ra c te r  ty p e s  and
morality.
Themes and  Conventions
In th is  section an a ttem pt will be made to determ ine if  Behn and 
Centlivre used th e  same comic themes and conven tions  fo r  d iffe ren t  
p u rp o ses  and in d if fe ren t  ways with an eye  toward pinpointing those  
d isparit ie s .  The possibility  th a t  Centlivre in tro d u ced  new themes will 
be explored as well.
Given the  su b o rd in a te  and second-c lass  s ta tu s  English women
end u red  in th e  la te  s ev en teen th  and ear ly  e ig h teen th  cen tu r ies ,  i t  is
not su rp r is in g  th a t  both female p layw righ ts  were obsessed  with the
cu ltu ra l oppression  of th e i r  sex. Both were v igorous in th e ir
a sse r t io n s  in dedications, prefaces, prologues and epilogues th a t  the
only "na tu ra l"  advan tage  men had o v e r  women was th e  name. In
opposition to the  misogynistic female s te reo ty p e  p e rp e tu a ted  by
society and a r t ,  they  ins is ted  th a t  women w ere j u s t  as capable of
honor, in teg r i ty ,  courage  and wit as men, making i t  a point to l is t  the
achievements of women in severa l ancillary portions of th e ir  plays.
F u r th e r ,  they  a rgued  th a t  man's supposed  su p e r io r i ty  was really the
re su l t  of his su p e r io r  education; women were lucky  to g e t  any
education a t  all, ou ts ide  of th e  s t r ic t ly  domestic. In te res ting ly ,
however, both d ram atis ts  associated  w riting with masculinity,
indicating how deeply indoc tr ina ted  they  had been in the  cu ltura l
mores of th e ir  time. In h e r  p reface  to The Lucky Chance (1686), Behn
cavils aga ins t  those  who have condemned h e r  plays as obscene and
accuses  them of doing so because of h e r  sex:
That had th e  Plays I have w rit come fo rth  u n d e r  any Mans 
Name, and n ev e r  known to  have been mine; I appeal to all 
u n b y as t  Ju d g e s  of Sense, if  th ey  had not said th a t  Person 
had made as many good Comedies, as any one Man has w rit in 
ou r  Age; b u t  a Devil o n 't  th e  Woman damns th e  Poet.32
She also pleads fo r  " th e  Priviledge fo r my Masculine P a r t  the  Poet in
me . . .  to t re a d  in those  successfu l P a ths  my P redecesso rs  have so
long th r iv 'd  in . . (3:187). Centlivre goes Behn one be tte r ;  in many
of he r  dedications, she  has a  charming hab it of claiming she  is not
capable of adequate ly  lis ting  h e r  p a tro n 's  many v ir tu es .  For example,
in her dedication of The Busv Body (1709), sh e  dem urs, "But I shall 
re s i s t  th a t  Temptation, being conscious of th e  Inequality  of a Female 
Pen to so Masculine an Attempt."33 In addition, both women 
acknowledge masculine sup er io r i ty ,  Centlivre even writing in th e  
dedication of The Perplexed Lovers (1712): "Tho* we Women are
incapable  of se rv in g  o u r  C ountry  in th e  Discharge of weighty Affairs, 
we would not be th o u g h t  so insipid  a P a r t  of it, as not to admire 
those  th a t  a re"  (vol. 2). The conflict between th e i r  claims of equality  
and th e i r  in ternalization  of received ideas is  a p p a re n t  and ad d s  a 
tension to Behn's and C entliv re’s w orks a b se n t  in those  of th e i r  male 
colleagues. However, both women claim th a t,  all th in g s  being equal, 
a woman can w rite  as well as  a man can, although Centlivre mediates 
h e r  ou tsp o k en n ess  by constan tly  re fe r r in g  to th e  "weakness" of her 
sex while Behn uncompromisingly a s s e r t s  women's a r t is t ic  equality  
with men. Each also decla res  she  w rites  fo r  th e  same reason men do- 
-"fam e"—and complains of being robbed of " th a t  which in sp ire s  th e  
Poet, Praise"34 on account of h e r  sex. Obviously, th e  women were 
a ttacked  for th e i r  da ring , fo r  th e  two p layw righ ts  repeated ly  defend 
them selves ag a in s t  accusations  of plagiarism and, in Behn's case 
especially, immodesty. Behn was a major t a r g e t  fo r  th e  la t te r  charge  
because, unlike Centlivre, she  called a tten tion  to th e  sexual double 
s ta n d a rd  of he r  time and ins is ted  th a t  women should have the  same 
sexual p riv ileges as men. The lack of such  an asse r tion  in C entlivre 's  
works co n s ti tu tes  a major d ifference  in th e  canons of th e  two 
dram atis ts .
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Despite th e i r  am bivalent and conflicting a t t i tu d e s  toward the  
s ta tu s  of th e  sexes, th e  p layw righ ts  both p ro te s ted  th e  oppression  of 
women by a ttack ing  th e  most prom inent manifestation of i t—arran g ed  
m arriage fo r money. Behn and C entlivre  deplored  th e  m arriage of 
young women to fops o r  old misers fo r  th e  sake  of a "filthy  Jo in tu re"  
b u t  each used th e  money motive in a d i f fe ren t  way. Both d ram atis ts  
emphasized how "filthy  lu c re"  makes th e  world go round, imparting 
youth  to the  aged, beau ty  to the  deformed and v ir tu e  to  th e  vicious, 
b u t  Behn's t rea tm en t of th e  p ro fit  motive in m arriage is  ambiguous. 
She is v iru len tly  opposed to matrimony handled as a bus iness  deal, 
believing love should be th e  prim ary basis  of a marriage. In play 
a f te r  play, she  valorizes t ru e  love o v e r  a union based on economic 
considera tions  even though  in some cases  h e r  hero or heroine has 
voluntarily  subm itted to such  a match fo r  financial reasons. A case 
in point is Lady Fulbank in The Lucky Chance (1686) who weds the  
aged, miserly Sir Cautious fo r  the  ex p re ss  pu rp o se  of su p p o rt in g  he r  
penniless  lover, Gayman. Behn's p lays abound in in s tan ces  where 
young women bestow handsome g if ts  on th e ir  lovers , if  not actually 
maintaining them, which is a n o th e r  indication of th e  problematic 
position money holds in th e  p lay w rig h t 's  works. In general, he r  
u n a t t ra c t iv e  h u sb an d s  o r  f iances a re  old, lecherous  and wealthy 
m erchants  who hope to sa tis fy  both th e i r  lu s t  and th e i r  g reed  by 
wedding young, beautiful he iresses . Their r iva ls  a re  young, dashing  
Cavaliers who usually espouse  l ib e r t in e  p rinc ip les  and a re  j u s t  as 
in te re s ted  in seducing  a young b eau ty  as th e i r  foes are; they  also 
make a g re a t  p re te n se  of d isdaining money b u t  d o n 't  re fu se  i t  when
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i t 's  offered. However, th e  rakes  a re  not cas tiga ted  fo r th e  same
behavior condemned in th e ir  enemies, presum ably because they  a re  in
love. Much is  made of th e  fac t  th a t  th e  m erchan ts  a re  b en t on
honorable m arriage merely to secu re  more of th is  w orld 's  goods while
the  rak e -h ero es  desire  simply "n a tu ra l"  love—sexual union between
a man and a woman unencum bered  by economic considera tions  o r  a
formal ceremony. A theme cen tra l to Behn's works, th is  view is
a r t icu la ted  in The Rover (1677) when the  t i tu la r  hero, Willmore,
resp o n d s  to his inam orata 's  announcem ent th a t  sh e  will subm it to his
advances  if  "old g a ffe r  Hymen and his p r ie s t  say  amen to 't":
P r ies t  and Hymen? P rithee  add a hangman to make up th e  consort. 
No, no, we'll have no vows b u t  love, child, nor w itness b u t  the  lover: 
th e  kind deity  en jo ins  n au g h t b u t  love and enjoy. Hymen and p r ie s t  
wait still upon portion and jo in tu re ; love and beau ty  have th e i r  own 
ceremonies. Marriage is as cer ta in  a  bane to love as lending money 
is to f r ien d sh ip .35
Significantly, Willmore does wed Hellena, who has inhe rited  th re e  
hu n d red  thousand crowns.
Thus, Behn's plays emphasize seduction  as young men a ttem pt to 
sa tis fy  th e ir  sexual ap p e ti te s  w ithout committing them selves while 
keeping an eye ou t fo r  th e  main chance. U nrem unerative  m arriage is 
to  be avoided, except fo r  those  couples determ ined upon i t  a t  the  
ou tse t ,  who a re  usually not the  major c h a rac te rs .  Behn fu r th e r  
h igh ligh ts  the  ambiguous re la tionship  between h e ro - ra k e s  and 
m ercenary m arriage by making c o u r te sa n s  and whores prominent 
c h a ra c te rs  in he r  plays. These ladies a re  piously cas tiga ted  by the  
l ib e r t in e s  fo r selling them selves b u t  the  la t te r  see  nothing wrong with 
th e i r  own willingness to take  g if ts  from m is tresses  o r  th e i r  a ttem pts  
to seduce  money ou t of u n a tt ra c t iv e  women. For example, Gayman
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accep ts  money anonymously s e n t  to  him by Lady Fulbank and 
determ ines th a t  even if h is  unknown p a tro n ess  is a  hag he will give 
h e r  h e r  money's worth of love. Similarly, re fe ren ces  to younger 
b ro th e rs  living off th e  bounty  of City Wives a re  rife  in Behn's plays.
Courtesans  and whores se rv e  an o th er  im portan t function in the  
p layw righ t 's  works. They call a tten tion  to  what Behn believed to be 
the  immorality of b a r te r in g  women's bodies fo r money in the  
a rran g ed -m arr ia g e  system. Most of h e r  plays which fea tu re  
"professional"  ladies explicitly valorize women who "honestly"  sell 
them selves over those  who a re  "sold" in loveless marriages. For 
Behn, matrimony fo r  any th ing  o th e r  than  love is an empty ceremony, 
not binding on those  who have been coerced.
Like th e  fictional p ro tagon is ts  of h e r  p redecesso r,  C entlivre 's  
c h a rac te rs ,  both male and female, make no bones about th e ir  
preoccupation with money. Indeed, th e  p rofit  motive in marriage 
tak es  c e n te r  s tag e  in the  plays of th e  la te r  w riter. Unlike Behn's, 
C entliv re 's  comedies a re  not powered by seduction and the  battle  of 
th e  sexes in which the  heroine schemes to  win th e  rake  who is 
equally  determ ined to  en joy  himself w ithout sacrificing his freedom. 
Her heroes do a ttem pt seduction b u t  more often than  not a re  told 
b ru sq u e ly  by th e i r  p rospective  p a r tn e r s  th a t  th e re  is no time fo r  th a t  
nonsense; the  gallant must move fa s t  if  he wants both woman and 
fo r tune . Although C entliv re 's  rak es  initially bad-mouth marriage as 
much as Behn's  do, when th u s  confron ted  they  quickly  cave in. The 
emphasis is  no longer on sexuality—will she  o r  won 't she?— b u t on 
overcoming obstac les  such  as fa th e r s  o r  g u a rd ian s  to secu re  a
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profitab le  marriage. Money is  more prom inent in C en tliv re 's  comedies 
s ince  often th e  in tr ig u e  revolves around  acqu ir ing  th e  "Writings" of 
a  woman's e s ta te  r a th e r  than  he r  partic ipa tion  in sex. Significantly, 
i t  is  th e  women them selves who re fuse  to m arry  w ithout th e i r  fo r tu n es  
d esp ite  th e  fac t  th a t  th e i r  lo v e rs  declare  th e i r  w illingness to take  
them w ithout it: "Love makes b u t  a slovenly F igure  in th a t  House,
w here  Poverty  keeps th e  Door," Ann Lovely te lls  her would-be fiance 
in C en tliv re 's  A Bold S troke  fo r a Wife (1718) (3: 8). The ladies ' 
in s is ten ce  upon th is  condition, which prov ides  the  im petus fo r  the  
comic action, a r is e s  from th e i r  belief th a t  liv ing in poverty  ultimately 
would alienate th e ir  husbands . This a t t i tu d e  is more implied than 
s ta ted  in Behn's p lays in which dowries a re  often a second th o u g h t 
in tro d u ced  a t  th e  end  o r  even implied; money is  t re a ted  somewhat less 
ambiguously in C en tliv re 's  works. The connection between m arriage 
and money is  more explicit and "upfron t" ;  many of C entlivre 's  heroes 
a re  not in sea rch  of sexual p rey  b u t  a wealthy wife and not ashamed 
to  admit it. One even calls money th e  "v e ry  God of M arriage."36 
Furtherm ore , h e r  canon fe a tu re s  f a r  more wealthy women who control 
th e i r  own fo r tu n es  than  does Behn's, especially  citizens ' widows who 
a re  determ ined to wed titled  men. Thus women a re  not excoriated fo r  
m ercenary  motives as they  a re  in Behn's w orks b u t  fo r p resum ptuous 
social-climbing. Similarly, Centlivre d raw s no parallels between 
m ercenary  m arriage and prostitu tion : th e re  a re  no "professional"
lad ies  fo r  h e r  heroes  to preach to. Her hero ines a re  not as open- 
handed to th e i r  lo v e rs  as Behn's a re , and not one of them weds 
someone else  to keep a lover in s ty le . In  fact, some of C entliv re’s
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heroes re fu se  g if ts  from th e i r  m istresses, so th e  ambiguous 
re la tionsh ip  between ra k e -h e ro es  and money prom inent in h e r  
p red e ce sso r 's  comedies is ab sen t  in C entlivre 's .  The sh if t  of emphasis 
from th e  seduction th a t  powers Behn's  w orks to  th e  p u rs u i t  of a 
fo r tu n e  in C en tliv re 's  is  a major thematic d isp ar i ty ,  both sign and 
cause  of fundam ental d iffe rences  in plot, charac te riza tion  and 
su b s id ia ry  themes.
One of those  d ifferences  is a p p a re n t  in th e  two p layw righ ts ' 
t rea tm en t of female sexuality. While both a rg u ed  th a t  women should 
be allowed to choose th e ir  own h u sb an d s ,  Behn's  plea fo r  sexual 
equali ty  between th e  sexes is conspicuously  missing from her 
su cc e sso r 's  works. The Restoration p layw righ t was obsessed  with th e  
sexual double s tan d a rd  of he r  supposed ly  "en ligh tened"  e ra  th a t  
compelled females to p re se rv e  family honor by remaining chas te  while 
a t  th e  same time despis ing  them as  p ru d e s  if they  w ere  not "k ind ."  
She calls a tten tion  to th is  no-win situation in play a f te r  play. For 
example, in The Amorous Prince (1671), th e  rake, Lorenzo, in a r a re  
moment of sou l-sea rch ing , a r t icu la te s  Behn's preoccupation as he 
muses on why i t  is  wrong fo r  his s i s te r  Laura to be as  promiscuous 
as he is:
And why the  Devil should I expect my S is te r  should 
Have more v i r tu e  than  my self?
She 's  the  same flesh and blood: o r  why, because
She 's  th e  weaker Vessel,
Should all th e  unreasonable  b u rd en  of th e  Honour 
Of o u r  House, as  they  call it,
Be laid on h e r  Shoulders , whilst we may commit 
A thousand  Villanies? b u t  't is  so— (4: 195-196)
Implied in th is  passage, also, is  Behn's  belief th a t  th e  "w eaker Vessel" 
had the  same kind of sexual d r iv e s  as h e r  m asters  and should be
allowed th e  same la t i tu d e  in express ion  of th o se  feelings. If we recall 
th a t  female sexuality  and ag g re ss iv e  express ion  of i t  both fascinated 
and repelled th e  wits, i t  is  no wonder th a t  Behn 's  comedies were both 
p ra ised  and cen su red . Her in s is ten ce  th a t  women be perm itted  to be 
as promiscuous as men without condemnation is h igh ligh ted  by her 
use  of co u r te sa n s  and w hores who successfu lly  a p p ro p r ia te  to 
them selves male sexual p riv ileges. Behn's views of female sexuality 
u n d e rsco re  th e  fac t  th a t  fo r  h e r  sexual union need not be 
consummated solely within m arriage o r  even re su l t  in marriage. She 
believed th a t  if both p a r tn e r s  were hones t  and s in ce re  with no 
coercion on e i th e r  side, then  th e re  was no need fo r  "old g a ffe r  Hymen 
and his p r ie s t  [to] say  amen to 't ."  This a t t i tu d e  also reflec ted  h e r  
belief th a t  fo rced  m arriages  were not t r u e  m arriages; in several of 
h e r  plays, ad u lte ro u s  young wives end  up with both a  fo r tu n e  and a 
lover.
Not so with Centlivre. Rarely does she  call a tten tion  to the  
sexual double s tan d a rd :  In Love a t  a  V enture  (1706), i t  is  c lear th a t  
th a t  is  in operation as th e  women's v ir tu e  is questioned  while th e  men 
j e s t  about th e i r  multiple lovers , b u t  Centlivre  does not s u g g e s t  i t  
should be otherw ise. As fo r  championing female sexuality  and 
demanding equali ty  in th e  exercise  of it, sh e  maintains a  modest 
silence. This conservatism  ex tends  to  m arriage, which is  s ac ro san c t  
to  Centlivre. A major d iffe rence  between th e  w orks of Behn and her  
su ccesso r  is th a t  th e  former te n d s  to emphasize " th e  sexual 
campaign," while th e  la t t e r  is  preoccupied with " th e  term in office." 
C entliv re 's  comedies fe a tu re  f a r  more married women than  Behn's do
and g ive them g re a te r  prominence. While Behn te n d s  to  cover over 
the  fac t th a t  h e r  in dependen t,  a s s e r t iv e  hero ines will become th e ir  
h u sb an d s ' vassa ls  even in a love-based  m arriage with a man who 
occasionally announces  his in tention  to  t r e a t  his wife as an equal, 
Centlivre makes a wife 's r ig h ts  within m arriage a  major theme. 
Although many of h e r  young wives h in t  a t  coercion, th e  p layw righ t 
places le ss  emphasis on th e  "forced" p a r t  of a forced m arriage than  
does h e r  p redecesso r .  Furtherm ore , h e r  young b r id e s  a re  not allowed 
to d isp o r t  them selves with lovers; those  who a re  tempted a re  usually 
f r ig h ten ed  or pun ished  in to  remaining chas te .  For Centlivre, sex is 
subsum ed u n d er  th e  heading of marriage; any  o th e r  kind is  unlawful 
and unacceptable . Her preoccupation  with a woman's r ig h ts  in 
m arriage accounts  fo r  th e  prominence of what I call " locked-up  
ladies," females imprisoned in th e i r  homes by th e ir  male re la tives  to 
keep them chaste . This occu rs  in Behn's comedies, bu t usually i t  is  
a fa th e r  o r  b ro th e r  who does it, and th e  term of confinement is sh o rt .  
In C entlivre 's  case, many times i t  is  a husband  who confines his 
spouse  fo r  long periods  of time, in some cases  fo r  y e a r s . Thus, w hat 
is  only one element of in tr ig u e  in Behn's plays becomes a subp lo t in 
C en tliv re 's  as a c lever wife schemes to teach  h e r  husband  a lesson. 
That lesson is th e  moral of most of th e  la te r  p layw righ t 's  w orks—th a t  
men should t r u s t  th e i r  wives and allow them more l ib e r ty  within 
m arriage. She held th e  charm ingly naive conviction th a t  a  happy wife 
was a  v ir tu o u s  wife whose husband  would no t be tempted to roam. 
In c o n tra s t  to Behn's demand fo r  sexual equality  and autonomy, 
C entlivre associates  sex with m arriage and ignores  it; more freedom
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within the  in s ti tu tion  i tse lf  is  he r  solution to h e r  sex ’s  oppression . 
So both p layw righ ts  a ttacked  th e  a r ra n g ed -m arr ia g e  system  and 
in s is ted  women be allowed to choose h u sb an d s  fo r  them selves. But 
Behn emphasizes women avoiding a forced  marriage, and Centlivre 
p re fe rs  to dep ic t  th e  d is a s tro u s  e ffec ts  of a fa it  accompli.
This leads  us to an o th er  thematic d is tinc tion  between the  two. 
Both w rite rs  point o u t  th ro u g h  dialogue and action th a t  the  
sub jugation  of women to th e  men fo rces  th e  females to be cunning  
and deceitful. Deviousness and d ishones ty  were universally  held to 
be feminine t ra i ts ,  and Behn and C entlivre  p e rs is ten tly  called 
a tten tion  to  th e  fac t  th a t  th e  unfa ir  r e s t r a in t  of women made th is  a 
self-fulfilling prophecy. However, th e  hypocrisy  th is  en g en d ered  in 
th e  re la tionship  between th e  sexs is  more a p p a re n t  in C entliv re 's  
w orks because of h e r  em phasis on m arried couples. T here  is  no lack 
of satirical hypocrisy  in Behn's comedies, o r  C entliv re 's  fo r th a t  
m atter, b u t  in only th re e  plays of th e  form er do we find young wives 
feigning love and concern  fo r  th e i r  h u sb an d s .  But th is  is a  r e c u r r in g  
theme in C en tliv re 's  canon: a young fiancee o r  wife dissemble love
for an old man and e n d u re  his desp ised  c a re s se s  th e  b e t te r  to 
manipulate him in to  doing what she  wants. This scenario  is more 
prominent in th e  w orks of the  la te r  p layw righ t because  of h e r  
in te r e s t  in dem onstra ting  how oppression  within m arriage can 
transform  even a v ir tu o u s  woman in to  a manipulative hypocrite .
Similarly, two fac to rs  a ffec t C en tliv re 's  trea tm en t of an o th er  
common theme of the  in tr ig u e  gen re , Age vs. Youth. One is  her  
concern  with i l lu s tra t in g  the  de le terious  e ffe c ts  of a  loveless match
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fo r profit. The o th e r  is the  thematic s h i f t  in emphasis from sexual 
p u r s u i t  to fo r tu n e  hun ting  in h e r  works. Like Behn, Centlivre 
c o n tra s ts  her  c lever, virile  young heroes to th e i r  lecherous, jealous 
old rivals. However, not all of Behn's "blocking f ig u res"  a re  old; 
many of he r  unacceptable  fiances a re  vouno. lecherous  fops. Clearly, 
with h e r  use  of o p p ress iv e  fa th e rs  o r  g u a rd ians , Behn holds the  
e lderly  responsib le  fo r  th e  miseries of th e  young. But Centlivre takes  
th is  one s tep  fu r th e r .  Most, if not all, of he r  an tagon is ts  a re  old 
fa th e rs  or gu a rd ian s  and old husbands . The prominence of married 
couples in he r  p lays and C entliv re 's  loathing of May/December 
m arriages fo r money—m arriage being sac red  to h e r—account fo r  the  
fac t th a t  she seems to re fe r  to th e  Age vs. Youth theme more often 
and more explicitly than  does Behn. In the  canons of both women, 
you n g e r  men a re  rec ru ited  to teach th e  "old dog" new tr icks , b u t  the  
lessons a re  vastly  d ifferen t.  Since Behn's works emphasize seduction, 
we watch dashing young ra k e -h e ro es  outwit and cuckold th e ir  
impotent, jealous foes, who usually res ign  them selves to the  s ituation 
a t the  end of the  play. Not so with Centlivre, who t r e a ts  h e r  old 
h u sb an d s  more kindly. They, too, fe a r  cuckolding, even to th e  point 
of physically  imprisoning th e ir  wives, bu t, having been th e  t a rg e t  of 
a c lever plot, renounce th e ir  jealousy and promise th e i r  wives more 
freedom, and so remain horn less  a t  th e  final curta in .
In the  plays of both Behn and Centlivre, th e i r  o lder an tagon is ts  
(fa ther,  husband  or fiance) a re  always on what each woman considered 
the  wrong side politically. For Behn, th is  meant he r  "villains" were 
always Parliamentarians; fo r  Centlivre, Tories. Behn's p lays in
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p art icu la r  both implicitly and explicitly emphasize th e  heroic qualities 
of he r  young Cavaliers and p rosely tize  on the  vic iousness of th e ir  
enemies. Both women made politics a cen tra l  is su e  in dedications, 
prefaces, prologues and epilogues, leaving no d o u b t w here th e ir  
sym pathies lay. Behn made politics a  major theme in The Roundheads 
(1681) and The Widow R anter (1688); C entlivre  in The Gotham Election 
(1715). A s taunch  S tu a r t  su p p o r te r ,  Behn was convinced th a t  th e  
Parliam entarians were playing " th e  old Game o 're  again" (1: 113). The 
th eo ry  of the  d ivine r ig h t  of kings is  a s u b t le  (and sometimes not so 
sub tle )  th read  th a t  ru n s  th ro u g h  most of h e r  works. Centlivre, who 
calls he r  ancien t Tory c h a rac te rs  "Old Sedition," believed th a t  th e  
Jacobite  faction was determ ined to install what she  called "T yranny  
and Popish S u p ers ti t ion"  on th e  English th ro n e  so "L iberty  of 
Conscience" and a " freeb o rn  Mind" dominate he r  polemics. In play 
a f te r  play, she  re i te ra te s  the  r ig h t  of a people to dismiss an u n ju s t  
and ty rann ical monarch, especially one who th rea ten ed  th e  national 
religion. Like Behn, Centlivre makes th is  theme essential to  th e  
s t r u c tu r e  of h e r  p lays .
Indeed, i t  is  possible to see  an analogy between the  basic plot 
of th e  women’s works and the  political po in t each was t ry in g  to make. 
At f i r s t  glance, i t  would seem th a t  both p layw righ ts  co n trad ic t  th e i r  
own political convictions. I f  we remember th a t  a t  the  time these  
d ram atis ts  were w riting, th e  h u sband /w ife  re la tionsh ip  was considered 
analogous to th a t  of m o narch /sub jec t,  then  Behn's adu lte rous  wives 
could be said to  have committed " treaso n ,"  and C en tliv re 's  long- 
su ffe r ing  wives e n d u re  " ty ra n n y ."  However, a closer look a t  the  plot
s t r u c tu r e  and charac te r iza tion  in th e  women's canons reveals  th a t  
those  elem ents actually  re in fo rce  what each au th o r  makes explicit in 
dialogue. For example, all of Behn's old h u sbands , and some of he r  
fa th e r s  and g u a rd ian s ,  a re  P uritan  aldermen with definite  
Parliam entarian lean ings  whose hypocrisy  and v ic iousness  she  is 
carefu l to  compare to h e r  young Cavaliers ' g en ero u s  gaiety  and 
"hones t"  p u rs u i t  of love. Without exception, h e r  young rake  trium phs 
in the  end, e i th e r  winning his param our o u t r ig h t  from h e r  fa th e r  or 
husband  o r  becoming the  benefic iary  of an "arrangem en t"  between his 
m is tre s s 's  spouse  and himself. F requen tly , th e  defeated  ch a rac te r  
renounces  his political convictions and  em braces th e  l ibertine  
philosophy of th e  v ic tor. Thus, we could draw  a parallel between the  
old an tag o n is ts  and Oliver Cromwell, with th e  v ic torious gallants 
re p re se n t in g  Charles II, so th a t  Behn 's  p lays  ce leb ra te  th e  ev en ts  of 
1660 when what was to h e r  a  c o r ru p t  regime gave  way to  a new and 
supposed ly  libe ra ting  social o rd e r .  Furtherm ore , if we remember 
Behn's  fe a r  th a t  th e  Parliam entarians were a ttem pting to r e s u r r e c t  th e  
"Good Old Cause," then  we can also see  h e r  sa tirical trea tm en t of the  
old aldermen, whom sh e  holds up to  sco rn  and ridicule, as  a  kind of 
"w arn ing"  to audiences as to what life would be like should the  ex- 
Cromwellians again hold th e  re in s  of power. She em phasizes the  
ty ra n n y  and oppress ion  of th e  young by th e se  "sa in ts ,"  co n tra s tin g  
them to h e r  young Royalists who f req u e n tly  announce  th e i r  in ten tion  
to t r e a t  th e i r  b r ides  as  equal p a r tn e r s  in marriage. Thus, Behn 
s u g g e s ts  th a t  only in th e  "en ligh tened"  a tm osphere  of C harles 's  reign 
could women a tta in  ju s t ic e  and equality .
Centlivre makes th e  same suggestion  b u t  from th e  o th e r  s ide  of 
th e  political fence. Her old an tag o n is ts  a re  always Tories with 
Jacobite  sympathies. Like Behn, sh e  a t ta ck s  he r  political foes for 
" a rb i t r a ry "  ty ra n n y  and unlawful rule, accusing  them, as Behn does, 
of avarice, ambition and vengefu lness .  I t  is  not difficult, then , to see  
h e r  fa th e rs  or g u a rd ians , who a re  much more ru th le s s  than  Behn's, 
as analogous to th e  "Old P re ten d e r ,"  a would-be despo t in C entlivre 's  
eyes. In fact, L iberty  is a prom inent theme in all of C en tliv re 's  
plays, more so, pe rhaps, than in Behn's works, which a re  le ss  didactic  
than  her su ccesso r 's .  In play a f te r  play, Centlivre ex p re sses  he r  
conviction th a t  a ty rann ica l  monarch could and should be deposed by 
th e  people he o r  she  is enslaving . In The Gotham Election (1715), 
when Alderman Credulous a s s e r t s  th a t  th e  "Passive-O bedience" of 
wives and children to h u sb an d s  and fa th e rs  should be like th a t  of 
su b je c t  to monarch, S ir  Roger T ru s ty  replies, "Yes, whilst Husbands, 
F a th e rs  and Monarchs exact nothing from us, c o n tra ry  to  o u r  Religion 
and Laws" (3: 56). Centlivre re in forces  th is  point in the  r e c u r r in g  
scenario  of the  old husband  who a rb i t ra r i ly  confines his wife b u t  is  
b ro u g h t  to his senses  a t  th e  end of the  play, promising to t r u s t  his 
spouse  and allow h e r  more freedom. If  we th in k  of th e  old codger as 
th e  king and th e  young wife as  Parliament, we see th a t  Centlivre, like 
Behn, is dem onstrating how h e r  p a r t icu la r  political ideology b e s t  
s e rv e s  the  co u n try  b u t  Centlivre goes Behn one b e tte r :  She
subsum es women's r ig h ts  u n d e r  th e  heading of individual r ig h ts  in 
general. Like he r  p redecesso r ,  Centlivre  is careful to c o n tra s t  the  
hypocrisy , v ic iousness and o p p re ss iv en ess  of h e r  political foes, th e
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Tories, with the  honesty , in te g r i ty  and fa irm indedness  of h e r  party , 
th e  Whigs. But C en tliv re 's  emphasis on " locked-up  ladies" su g g e s ts  
th a t  th ese  f ig u re s  r e p re se n t  not only women b u t  th e  nation itself 
u n d e r  a ty ra n t .  While Behn does show concern fo r  th e  loss of 
freedom she  believed would re su l t  from an overth row  of th e  monarchy, 
h e r  pleas fo r  women's equali ty  take  c e n te r  s tag e  in h e r  plays. 
C entlivre is cer ta in ly  in te re s ted  in th e  j u s t  t rea tm en t of h e r  sex bu t 
ten d s  to conflate th a t  is su e  with th e  more inc lusive  one of a su b je c t 's  
r ig h ts  in a monarchy.
Similarly, while both women accuse  the  opposing p a r ty  of 
disloyalty  to king and coun try , th is  theme seems more prom inent in 
C entlivre 's  works. Her plays seem to fe a tu re  more so ld iers  than 
Behn's, and th e  question of allegiance to th e  nation te n d s  to re c u r  
more freq u en tly  and more explicitly. Indeed, Centlivre d irec tly  ties  
patriotism to love: The Gotham Election (1715) en d s  with Lucy's
couplet: "This is my Maxim in a Married Life, /  Who ha tes  his
Country, n e 'e r  can love his Wife" (3: 72). C entliv re 's  preoccupation 
with th is  theme manifests i tse lf  in h e r  b i t te r  a t ta ck s  on France, which 
was su p p o rt in g  the  Jacobites. I t  also accoun ts  fo r he r  obsession with 
"factions," which she  perceived as  an imminent th r e a t  to th e  secu r i ty  
and stab ility  of England.
Like Centlivre, Behn poin ts  ou t how politics has taken  a 
prominent place in th e  life of th e  co u n try  and also mentions 
"factions,"  b u t  she  is le ss  emphatic abou t them. She re s e rv e s  her 
animus fo r  the  le ad e rs  of the  opposing p a r ty  (whom she  calls " the  
Politick se lf - in te re s te d  and malitious [sic] few") who " b e tray  th e
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unconsidering  Rest, with th e  delicious sounds  of L iberty  and Publick 
Good" (1: 113). She accuses  h e r  foes of fu r th e r in g  th e i r  own 
in te re s t s  by de libera te ly  inflaming th e  passions  of th e  ig n o ran t  with 
fab rica ted  d an g e rs  and g rievances . She sp eak s  scornfu lly  of "The 
Rabble . . . those  powerful th ings , /  Whose Voices can impose even 
Laws on Kings" (1: 115). To f u r th e r  u n d e rsco re  h e r  contem pt fo r  the  
"Rabble," Behn constan tly  a s s e r t s  th a t  th e  Parliam entarians like only 
plays th a t  have no wit o r  sense: A reg u la r  theme in h e r  prologues
and epilogues is how the  "Monarch Wit" has been de th roned  by the  
"Ty ran nick Commonwealth . . . Where each small Wit s t a r t s  up and 
claims his sh a re"  (4: 8). Not only does Behn ch a rg e  h e r  enemies with 
tak ing  advan tage  of un th ink ing  mobs, b u t  she  also condemns the  
Parliamentarians, many of whom were P u r i tan s  and d is sen te rs ,  fo r  
using religion to s u b v e r t  th e  unsophistica ted . Her p lays teem with 
b i t te r  satirical p o r tra i t s  of so-called "sa in ts ,"  whose hypocrisy  is a 
prom inent fe a tu re  of he r  works. Behn emphasizes what she  
considered  the  Parliam entarians' lack of re sp ec t  fo r  both England 's  
church  and God, and makes much of th e i r  aversion  to th e  Pope and 
th e  French king as evidence of th e i r  contem pt fo r  religion and 
monarchy in general.
We find a similar theme in C en tliv re 's  comedies b u t  one th a t  is 
profoundly  d if fe ren t  in both d eg ree  and kind. Behn is  witty a t  the  
expense of he r  sanctimonious "sa in ts"  and associates  a t ta ck s  on the  
king with a t ta ck s  on Anglicanism. However, th e  is su e  of religion i tse lf  
is ambiguous in h e r  plays and of less  im portance than  i t  is  in 
C entlivre 's . Indeed, Behn's c h a rac te rs  often mention ch u rch  visits ,
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b u t always in th e  context of seduction; ch u rch  is  w here  they  have 
seen th e i r  next sexual conquest. In  The Lucky Chance (1686), when 
Sir Feeble fo rb ids  his young wife to e v e r  go to ch u rch  again, Lady 
Fulbank ob jec ts  to his denying  Leticia " th e  ch ie fes t  Recreation of a 
City Lady." Sir Feeble 's  resp o n se  typ if ies  th e  prevailing opinion in 
Behn's works:
T h a t 's  all one, Madam, th a t  t r ick ing  and d re ss in g ,  and p rink ing  and 
patching is not yo u r  Devotion to Heaven, b u t  to th e  young Knaves 
th a t  a re  lick 'd  and comb'd and a re  minding you more than the  
Parson—ods bobs, th e re  a re  more Cuckolds d es t in 'd  in the  Church, 
than  a re  made o u t of i t  (3: 208).
Furtherm ore, often he r  female p ro tagon is ts  p re ten d  to p ray  to 
conceal the  p resence  of a lover from a husb an d  or fa th e r .  The only 
unambiguous religious f ig u re s  in Behn's comedies a re  th e  b la tan tly  
hypocritical P uritans; th e  religion of h e r  main c h a ra c te rs  is usually 
le ft  uns ta ted  and hard ly  e v e r  re fe r re d  to.
Not so with Centlivre. She draw s a  much closer relationship  
between religion and co u n try  than  h e r  p red ecesso r  does, explicitly 
linking political l ib e r ty  with re lig ious loyalty  to Protestantism . 
Leonora 's s ta tem ent in The Cruel Gift (1717) is  echoed in d if fe ren t  
forms th ro u g h o u t  C en tliv re 's  canon: "Religion is  the  b e s t  S u p p o r t  of 
Power, /  And honest  Men a re  still i t s  b e s t  Defenders" (3: 4). Not 
su rp r is in g ly ,  fo r Centlivre, "hones t  Men" did not inc lude  Tories o r  
Jacobite  sym path izers . Her a t ta ck s  on Catholics, especially French 
Catholics, a re  identical to  Behn's  on th e  P u r i tan s  and d is sen te rs ;  both 
women accuse th e i r  t a r g e t s  of b la tan t hypocrisy  designed  to s u b v e r t  
honest men. Indeed, in h e r  dedication of The Cruel Gift. Centlivre 
calls her p a rt icu la r  b u g -b e a rs ,  "T yranny  and Popery," " the  two most
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implacable Powers th a t  can be le t  loose upon Mankind" (vol. 3), again 
u n d e rsco r in g  h e r  more explicit connection of politics with religion 
compared to Behn’s ambiguous and le ss  pronounced  trea tm en t of th e  
la t te r .  While th e  Restoration p layw righ t co n ten ts  he rse lf  with making 
fools of h e r  "conven tic le rs"  and subsum ing religion u n d e r  th e  general 
heading of loyalty  to the  king, Centlivre  does th is  and more: Her
p ro tagon is ts ,  male and female, always pontificate  a t  some point in the  
play on th e  s a c re d n e s s  and symbiotic re la tionsh ip  between chu rch  and 
s ta te  in which each su p p o r ts  the  o ther .  S ir  Roger T ru s ty  in The 
Gotham Election (1715) a r t icu la te s  th is  view when he vows to s tan d  by 
his religion and co u n try  because " th e ir  I n te r e s t s  a re  inseparab le ; who 
g ives up one, b e t ra y s  th e  o th e r"  (3: 57). Furtherm ore , C entliv re 's  
major c h a ra c te r s  also announce th e i r  loa th ing  of anyone who does not 
ad h e re  to  th e  same principle, and they  r e s i s t  a forced union with 
such  a  person. Behn's heroes and hero ines  make similar s ta tem ents  
since the  unaccep tab le  husband  or fiance  is usually of the  "w rong" 
political and re lig ious party , b u t  she  does not emphasize th is  theme 
as  much as  Centlivre  does. Sometimes Behn mediates i t  by 
"converting"  h e r  an tagon is ts  to the  " r ig h t"  p a r ty  a t  th e  p lay 's  end.
Not only is  Behn's t rea tm en t of religion more ambiguous than 
C entliv re 's ,  b u t  h e r  a t t i tu d e  toward a specific  a spec t of it, namely 
marriage, is profoundly  d ifferen t.  For one th ing , morality was not 
necessarily  tied to religion fo r  th e  Restoration playwright; some of her 
most immoral c h a ra c te rs  a re  religious, and they  a re  compared 
un fla tte r in g ly  to  h e r  conspicuously  i r r e v e r e n t  and amoral rakes. 
Similarly, Behn valorizes t ru e  love vows o v e r  formal, ceremonial vows
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dic ta ted  by economic motives in a  forced union. For her, since a 
loveless match is not a  legitimate one if one of th e  p a r tie s  has been 
coerced no sin a t tach es  i tse lf  to  an ad u l te re r .  Furtherm ore , in Behn's 
eyes, sex outs ide  of m arriage need not r e s u l t  in matrimony to  validate  
i t  as moral. In he r  in s is ten ce  th a t  t r u e  love t ra n sc e n d s  marital bonds 
and need not be sanctified  by the  ch u rch , Behn makes i t  c lear th a t  
she confla tes religion with bus iness .  Willmore's speech  in The Rover 
(1677) echoes the  sen tim ents  prom ulgated by most of h e r  heroes: 
"Hymen and p r ie s t  wait still upon portion and jo in tu re ; love and 
beau ty  have th e ir  own cerem onies."37 One might even go so fa r  as 
to say  th a t  Behn implies th a t  th e  ch u rch  i tse lf  sanctifies  
"p ros ti tu tion"  in i ts  validation of forced m arriage fo r  money.
Centlivre is l ig h ty e a rs  away from sh a r in g  th is  a tt i tude . For her, 
morality is inextricably  tied up with religion. Many of her heroes 
s ta te  th e ir  determination to  defend th e i r  faith, something Behn's 
seldom do, and her  married women often do not commit adu lte ry  
because of the  sin a ttached  to such a  t ra n sg re ss io n .  Centlivre in s is ts  
on the  sanc ti ty  of marriage, even if  one p a r tn e r  has been coerced fo r 
economic reasons. Her morality is absolute; a  woman's whole du ty  is 
to he r  husband  re g a rd le ss  of his age o r  i r ra tiona li ty  since th e  union 
has been blessed by God. Again, religion plays a  much less
ambiguous role in C entliv re 's  w orks than  in h e r  p red e ce sso r 's  since 
the  church  is not implicated in th e  a rran g ed -m arr ia g e  system b u t  
posited as an absolu te  moral au tho rity . Indeed , not only is the  
connection between civil l ib e r ty  and religious l ib e r ty  more prominent 
in C entlivre 's  canon b u t  she  also goes one s tep  f u r th e r  than  Behn
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and associates  political and religious freedom with domestic l ibe r ty . 
Here we can recall th e  p reponderance  in h e r  comedies of " locked-up  
ladies" who teach th e i r  h u sb an d s  to t r u s t  them and allow them more 
autonomy, C entliv re 's  solution to  female oppression . She draw s a 
parallel between th e  husband  and wife relationship  and th a t  of 
monarch and sub jec t;  loyalty  to th e  monarch is the  s u b je c t ’s  d u ty  as 
long as he allows th e  s u b je c t  th e  p ro p e r  amount of l iberty . 
C entlivre 's  major themes, L iberty  and Loyalty, a re  summed up b e s t  in 
Colonel Fainwell's speech a t  the  end of A Bold S troke  fo r  a Wife (1718) 
when he declares, "Love and Religion n e 'e r  admit Restraint, /  Force 
makes many a S inner, not one Saint,"  and ends  the  play with "'T is 
L iberty  of Choice th a t  sweetens Life, /  Makes the  good Husband, and 
the  Happy Wife" (3: 68).
Behn's a t t i tu d e  tow ards  h e r  political and religious foes, the  
"Roundheads," leads  us  to ano ther  d ifference  in the  trea tm en t of th e  
same theme. In h e r  innum erable  w arn ings th a t  the  Parliam entarians 
were playing " the  old Game o 'e r  again," sh e  repeated ly  em phasizes th e  
o b scu r ity  and low-class s ta tu s  of th e  " ty ra n ts "  who "miserably 
reduc 'd  all the  Noble, Brave and Honest, to th e  Obedience of th e  ill- 
gotten  Power, and w orse-ac ted  G reatness  of the  Rabble" (1: 113). And 
in play a f te r  play she  dep ic ts  th a t  Roundhead-loving "Rabble" as 
ignoran t, violent and cowardly in c o n tra s t  to her in te lligent, cu ltu red  
and courageous Royalist heroes. Indeed, one of the  w orst crimes she 
accused her  foes of was th a t  of appealing to th e  d eg raded  
sensib ilities  of th e  lower c lasses  who, among o th e r  th ings , were 
deposing th e  "Monarch Wit" on the  s tage . Indeed, ve ry  often in he r
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plays she  advocates  loyalty  and  d u ty  to one 's  " su p e r io rs ,"  p a r t  of her 
commitment to  th e  d ivine r ig h t  of k ings. This is  not to say  th a t  the  
a r is to c racy  d id n 't  take  a  satirical d ru b b in g  a t he r  hands  (some of her 
most odious fops a re  noblemen) b u t  the  jokes  she  makes about the  
u p p e r  c lasses  were th e  same ones those  v e ry  e levated  individuals 
made about them selves. She paid th a t  s tra tum  of society a 
su r re p t i t io u s  compliment and go t g re a t  comedic e ffec ts  ou t of 
p o rtray in g  unsophistica ted  fools attem pting to emulate the. "Quality." 
Even though  Behn called a tten tion  to the  fac t  th a t  Quality excused 
fau lts  in people which would not be to le ra ted  were they  not h ighborn  
and imputed the  hypocrisy  of fashionable  m arriages to the  need to 
"keep up appearances"  because of social position, on a fundamental 
level she  su b sc r ib ed  to the  very  same values she  satirized . For 
example, while many of h e r  heroes a re  penniless, th e i r  rivals  a re  
usually  wealthy; however, they  have acqu ired  th e i r  fo r tu n es  th ro u g h  
unacceptable  methods—robbery , informing o r trad e .  Yes, t rade . In 
the  rarefied  a tm osphere  of Restoration high society, a  gentleman did 
not work. If he had no money o r  inheritance , he married a woman 
who did. As fa r  as  Behn's heroes a re  concerned , the  only honorable 
profession fo r a man is  th e  military. George, th e  t i tu la r  hero of The 
Younger B rother (1696), a r t icu la tes  th is  p re ju d ice  when he bemoans 
th e  fac t  th a t  in England "we basely bind o u r  y oungest ou t to s lavery , 
to lazy T raders ,  idly confin 'd  to Shops o r  M erchants Books, debasing 
of th e  S p ir i t  to th e  mean Cunning, how to  ch ea t and chaffe r"  ins tead  
of being " tra in 'd  up in Arms, w here Honour and Renown a tten d  the  
Brave" (4: 328). Thus, she  draw s a s h a rp  dis tinction between th e
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le isu red  c lass  and m oney-grubbing  citizens, especially City m erchants, 
whom she unmercifully parodies  as nouveau riche  social-climbers, if 
not as criminals. In sh o rt ,  while Behn does occasionally a r t icu la te  the  
view in h e r  plays th a t  the  lowborn can ac t  nobly; on the  whole, h e r  
w orks celeb ra te  the  priv ileges  of those  born with a s i lv e r  spoon.
What Behn su b o rd in a te s  to  th e  sexual h i- j in k s  of h e r  
p ro tagonis ts , the  nobility of th e  lowborn, takes  c e n te r  s tag e  in 
C entliv re 's  comedies. In play a f te r  play, she  dem onstra tes  h e r  
conviction th a t  in n a te  v ir tu e  in a man is more im portant than  a title. 
Especially in h e r  la te r  plays, she seems to  c o n tra s t  h e r  " n a tu ra l -  
born" gentlemen with decad en t a r is to c ra ts ,  valorizing th e  fo rm er 's  
honesty , b ra v e ry  and in d u s t ry  o v e r  th e  la t t e r 's  deceit, cow ardliness 
and sloth. Not all of he r  a r is to c ra ts  a re  objectionable by any  means 
(some a re  heroes) b u t  C entliv re 's  in s is ten ce  th a t  a t i t le  does not 
automatically confer  real nobility, and in n e r  v ir tu e  is more valuable 
than  empty rank, is  a  d e p a r tu re  from Behn, who may occasionally 
make th e  same argum en t b u t  not in play a f te r  play. Furtherm ore, 
while Centlivre sa t i r izes  th e  a r is to c racy  as Behn does, sh e  becomes 
p rog ress ive ly  more ironic  in her trea tm ent. What was sophistica ted  
humor in the  Restoration becomes an indic tm ent of vice a t  h e r  hands. 
In te re s t in g ly ,  both p layw righ ts  critic ize  th e  hypocrisy  of h ighborn  
m arriages, b u t  they  a re  particu la rly  v iru len t  when a woman weds a 
man for his title. In C entliv re 's  canon especially, which fe a tu re s  more 
women of in d ep en d en t means than  does Behn's, th ese  females a re  held 
up to scorn  and ridicule.
Another d ifference  in th e  p layw righ ts ' t re a tm en t of c lass  is su e s  
is th a t  Behn's "Rabble" is  conspicuously  missing from h e r  su cc e sso r 's  
works. Centlivre makes use of one o r  two mobs b u t  d o esn 't  excoriate  
them as  Behn does; no r  a re  they  a co n s ta n t  theme in h e r  dedications, 
p refaces, prologues and epilogues. This is  co n s is ten t  with th e  fac t  
th a t  not only does Centlivre  not draw  as s h a rp  a d istinc tion  between 
th e  c lasses  as h e r  p red ecesso r  does, b u t  she  also does not sh a re  
Behn's accep tance  of a r is to c ra t ic  values. For example, th e re  is no 
onus on hard  work in most of C en tliv re 's  plays. In h e r  la te r  ones, 
we even s t a r t  to see a valorization of earned  wealth over th a t  
inherited . Like Behn's, many of C en tliv re 's  heroes  a re  not wealthy, 
b u t  none of h e r  h u sb an d s  has  acqu ired  his fo r tu n e  th ro u g h  illegal 
means. While the  la te r  d ram atis t  a d h e re s  to th e  old Restoration 
s te reo ty p e  of the  m erchan t in h e r  ear ly  plays, she  becomes 
inc reas ing ly  more sym pathetic  tow ards  th a t  c h a ra c te r  la te r  in he r  
canon, as evidenced by th e  fac t  th a t  h e r  uncuckolded h u sb an d s  a re  
usually m erchants  o r  bankers .  When a h e ro 's  rival is  wealthy and 
unattached , many times he is  e i th e r  an im postor o r  revealed to be a 
useless, u n sc ru p u lo u s  a r is to c ra t .  In h e r  repea ted  a sse r t io n s  th a t  
in n e r  nobility is  more im portan t and w orthy  of more re sp ec t  than  an 
empty title  and her  celebration of work and ch as t i ty  in marriage, 
which even  h e r  h ighborn  c h a ra c te rs  e spouse  in h e r  la te r  plays, 
Centlivre questions  th e  a r is to c ra t ic  va lues  Behn seems to accep t and 
adop ts  a more middle-class code of e th ics .
Centlivre 's  c lass  bias also manifests i tse lf  in h e r  in troduction  of 
a new element which is  not a l to g e th er  missing in Behn's  w orks b u t
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profoundly  d if fe ren t  in d eg ree  and kind. Both women responded  to 
contem porary  a t ta ck s  on th e  s tag e  by s to u tly  maintaining th a t  the  
th e a t re  was a useful social tool to c o r re c t  vice by exposing it. For 
Behn, however, the  re ign ing  "vice" of h e r  period was lack of wit, so 
most of h e r  moralizing is aimed a t  r id iculing feck less  fools who ape 
th e i r  in tellectual su p er io rs .  Even then  h e r  prose ly tiz ing  tak es  a back 
sea t  to th e  comic action. Centlivre, on th e  o th e r  hand, makes 
moralizing a cen tra l theme in many of h e r  plays, a ttack ing  what those  
not born to th e  peerage  would consider t r u e  vice. For example, both 
The Gamester (1705) and The Basset-Table (1705) were ostensib ly  
w ritten  to call a tten tion  to th e  v ic iousness of gambling, and most of 
C entliv re 's  comedies end in speeches  p ra is ing  th e  chas ti ty  of married 
women and the  b lessedness  of the  married s ta te ,  an anthem which has 
a lready  been sounded severa l times in th e  co u rse  of the  play.
C entliv re 's  s taunch  s u p p o r t  of th e  wedded s ta te  is responsib le
fo r  a d ifference  in h e r  handling of th e  conventional ending to th e
in tr ig u e  comedy, a  ve ritab le  o rgy  of weddings. She makes i t  q.uite
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clear a t  th e  end of a  piece th a t  those  who a re  a lready married will 
remain th a t  way, and those  who a re  engaged  will m arry  and be 
fa ithfu l. Behn's conclusions, however, a re  more problematic. Like 
C entlivre 's , most of Behn's p ro tag o n is ts  end up married or affianced; 
however, th e re  a re  severa l in s tan ces  in he r  p lays w here i t  is  not 
c lear what kind of re la tionship  will ex ist between th e  main c h a ra c te rs  
a f te r  th e  play ends, especially in th e  case  of women m arried a t  the  
beginning. Sometimes th e  husband  re s ig n s  his connubial r ig h ts  to his 
wife's lover, o th e r  times, as in The Lucky Chance (1686), we a re  not
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told what will happen to th e  women. In The Rover P a r t  II (1681), 
Willmore does not wed th e  young h e ire ss  who has s e t  h e r  cap fo r  him 
b u t  en d s  up promising fide lity— not m arriage—to the  cou rtesan , La 
Nuche. Thus, Behn is  le ss  conventional than  Centlivre  in the  
trad itional happy end ing , even though  th e  l a t t e r ’s comedies contain 
women (although not th e  main c h a rac te rs )  who decide not to  marry.
Exotic se t t in g s  a re  ano ther  convention of the  in tr ig u e  g en re  
handled d iffe ren tly  by th e  two women. Behn makes full use  of th is  
element, se tt in g  eleven of h e r  seven teen  plays in coun tr ie s  o th e r  than 
England. Centlivre u ses  English b ack g ro u n d s  fo r twice as many of 
h e r  plays than  does th e  former. The Restoration p layw righ t s t r e s s e s  
th e  b lood th irs tiness  and  jea lousy  of th e  I ta lians  and S p an ia rd s  in 
c o n tra s t  to the  ra tionality  and good n a tu re  of he r  English heroes, and 
sh e  also co n tra s ts  th e  b ra v e ry  of he r  Britons with th e  cowardice of 
th e i r  Continental foes. Centlivre likewise lionizes her Englishmen at 
th e  expense of th e  Spanish , b u t  she  is  more v i tu p e ra t iv e  toward the  
French and the  Dutch than her p redecesso r .  Since many of 
C entliv re 's  plays a re  s e t  in England, often h e r  an tag o n is ts  a re  English 
p e rso n s  who have adopted  some objectionable  affectation from a 
foreign coun try . Like Behn, Centlivre  implies th a t  th e  supposed ly  
hot-blooded nations a re  more prone to sen se less  violence over trivial 
th in g s  than  a re  the  more civilized English. Both women emphasize the  
extreme re s t r a in t  p u t  upon women in those  co u n tr ie s  compared to the  
re la tive  l ib e r ty  English women enjoyed  in th a t  "p arad ise  fo r  women." 
For example, in C en tliv re 's  Love a t  a  V enture  (1706), Beliza tells th e  
jealous  S ir William, "Leave then , you r Spanish  Airs—and p u t  th e  t ru e
English Husband on, th a t  is  th e  only way to  have a V irtuous Wife" (2: 
60). Behn ce leb ra te s  th e  " libera lity"  of British males in The Rover 
(1677): When th e  Spaniard  Pedro, Hellena's b ro th e r ,  tells Willmore as 
h e r  husband  he m ust now g u a rd  Hellena's v i r tu e  as  Pedro has done, 
Willmore responds, "Faith, Sir, I am of a Nation, th a t  a re  of opinion 
a Woman's Honour is  not w orth g u a rd in g  when she  has  a mind to  p a r t  
with it"  (1: 103). However, once again what is fo r  Behn one theme 
among several becomes a leitmotif th ro u g h o u t  th e  la te r  p layw righ t 's  
canon. Centlivre  s t r e s s e s  to a much g re a te r  d eg ree  than  Behn the  
freedom enjoyed  by h e r  countrywomen as opposed to  th e  sev e re  
oppression  of h e r  sex in o th e r  countries , especially Catholic ones. 
Furtherm ore , she  is  concerned with th e  autonomy of wives in 
p a r t icu la r  which may account fo r th e  prominence in her w orks of 
jokes  abou t how easy-go ing  English h u sb an d s  a re  more s u b je c t  to 
cuckoldom than  o th e r  men. C en tliv re 's  preoccupation  with th ese  
comparisons is p a r t  of an over-a ll s t r a te g y  in he r  plays to 
dem onstra te  th e  fac t  th a t  Englishmen w orship  L iberty  and a re  willing 
to  f ig h t  fo r  it. In The Wonder: A Woman Keeps a S ec re t  (1714), 
F rederick  tells Don Lopez about th e  English:
My Lord, th e  English a re  by Nature, w hat the  ancien t Romans were by 
Discipline, courag ious [sic], bold, ha rdy , and in love with Liberty. 
L iberty  is the  Idol of th e  English, u n d e r  whose Banner all th e  Nation 
Lists, give b u t  th e  Word for Liberty, and s t r a ig h t  more armed Legions 
wou'd appear,  than  France, and Philip keep in co n s tan t  Pay (3: 2).
Behn makes similar com parisons b u t  fo r  Centlivre  ce leb ra ting  England
and i ts  love of L iberty  v e r s u s  th e  "T yranny  and  Popish Supers ti t ion"




At the  thematic h e a r t  of both Aphra Behn's and S usanna  
C en tliv re 's  plays is th e  conviction th a t  th e  fo rced -m arr iage  system  
u n ju s t ly  o p p resses  th e  female sex. Both p layw righ ts  advocated th a t  
women be allowed to  choose th e i r  h u sb an d s  fo r  themselves. Behn and 
Centlivre  chose th e  comedy of in t r ig u e  g e n re  as  th e  bes t  vehicle to 
a ir  th e ir  views so pe rfo rce  used  th e  same comic themes and 
conventions; however, they  did so in d if fe ren t  ways and fo r  d iffe ren t  
purposes .
While both deplored  m arriage fo r money, Behn's handling of the  
p ro f it  theme is much more ambiguous than  C entlivre 's . The avarice  
of h e r  unacceptable  husband  o r  fiance is  sa tir ized  while th e  gold 
digging  rake  is valorized. However, often th e  dowry o r portion of a 
p rospective  b r id e  is  not mentioned until th e  end  of th e  play when the  
hero  has a lready  resolved to m arry her. In Behn's plays, the  male 
leads  a re  more in te re s te d  in en joying a la d y 's  sexual fav o rs  than  in 
g e tt ing  in to  he r  p iggy bank. On the  o th e r  hand, th e  p ro f it  motive, 
r a th e r  than  seduction, tak es  c e n te r  s tag e  in C entlivre 's  works, many 
of whose male p ro tag o n is ts  a re  ex p ress ly  seeking a wealthy wife. 
While his Restoration c o u n te rp a r t  in t r ig u e s  to  c ircum vent a husband  
o r fa th e r  in o rd e r  to sa tis fy  his sexual appeti te , C entliv re 's  hero  
schemes to overcome obstac les  to his marriage: The plot revolves
a round  his e f fo r ts  to  se c u re  his p rospec tive  wife 's fo r tu n e  as well as 
h e r  person. Thus, while illicit sex powers Behn's plays, an 
unambiguous love of money provokes th e  comic action in C entlivre 's .
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The sh if t  in em phasis from romance to in tr ig u e  is  p a r t  and 
parcel of th e  absence  of sexuality  in C entliv re 's  works. Aphra Behn's 
ins is tence  th a t  women had th e  same sexual d e s ire s  as men and her 
pleas fo r  an end to  th e  sexual double s ta n d a rd  have no place in he r  
su cc e sso r 's  works. Behn did not link sexuality  to  marriage. For her, 
t r u e  love between two people tran scen d ed  th e  bonds of a m ercenary 
marriage; an unfaithful wife was committing no sin yielding to a lover, 
j u s t  as unm arried  lovers  were t r a n s g re s s in g  no moral law in th e ir  
enjoym ent of each o ther. For Centlivre, however, marriage was 
sacred , and any sex ou ts ide  of wedlock was morally rep rehensib le .  
Ins tead  of advocating  sexual equality , then , Centlivre pleaded fo r  more 
r ig h ts  fo r women within marriage.
C entliv re 's  in s is tence  on more freedom fo r  wives co n s ti tu te s  a 
new theme, bu t, over-a ll,  Centlivre t r e a d s  th e  same thematic path  as 
Behn, emphasizing cer ta in  is su es  more than  h e r  p red ecesso r  does and 
tak ing  an opposite  s tance  on some. For example, while both women 
so u g h t to dem onstra te  th a t  oppression  forced women to be devious, 
deceitful and hypocritical, Centlivre em phasizes th is  theme to a 
g re a te r  extent. C entliv re 's  canon fe a tu re s  more married women who 
a re  e i th e r  plotting to teach th e i r  h u sb an d s  a lesson o r a ttem pting to 
commit adu lte ry , as well as  s ingle  hero ines  who do not take  th e  same 
p leasure  in in t r ig u e  th a t  Behn's do. Similarly, Centlivre h igh ligh ts  
th e  Age vs. Youth theme, making more of h e r  an tagon is ts  ( f a th e rs  o r  
husbands) old, and re fe r r in g  to th e  clash of genera tions  more 
f req u en tly  than  does Behn.
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While both a u th o rs  a re  preoccupied with politics in th e ir  
comedies, again we find a d ifference  in both d eg ree  and kind of 
trea tm ent. Behn is not su b tle  in her satirical a t ta ck s  on th e  
Parliamentarians; clearly , we see a  commitment to th e  d ivine r ig h t  of 
k ings b u t  only in a handful of p lays is th is  a major theme. Her 
polemics take  a back s ea t  to comic action. For th e  Whiggish Centlivre, 
however, individual r ig h ts  u n d e r  a monarch is  a  major theme. Indeed, 
while Behn tak es  individual l ib e r ty  u n d e r  the  S tu a r t s  fo r  g ran ted  and 
advocates  more r ig h ts  fo r  women, Centlivre su b o rd in a te s  women's 
r ig h t s  to  th e  more inc lusive  ca tegory  of a su b je c t 's  r ig h ts  u n d e r  a 
sovereign . Furtherm ore , Centlivre d raw s much closer t ies  between 
patriotism  and love than  does Behn, L iberty  and Loyalty being he r  
two major themes to which all e lse  is su b o rd ina ted . Consequently, we 
find less  use of th e  conventional exotic se t t in g  in Centlivre ' works; 
in s tead , we have Englishmen who have adopted some foreign 
affectation made more rid iculous by c o n tra s t  to th e i r  countrym en. 
While Behn is c e r ta in ly  guilty  of national chauvinism in h e r  
u n fla tte r ing  comparisons between Britons and th e i r  Continental 
c o u n te rp a r ts ,  Centlivre goes f u r th e r  by he r  emphasis on th e  l ib e r ty  
English people en joyed , pa rticu la rly  women, compared to  what she  
considered  th e  ty ra n n y  of k ings and  "popish su p ers ti t io n  " th a t  
op p re ssed  o th e r  European countries .
"Popish su p e rs t i t io n "  is  one of C entliv re 's  favorite  phrases , 
u n d e rsco ring  religion as a much more im portan t theme fo r  h e r  than  
fo r  Behn. Again, while th e  Restoration p layw righ t sa tir ized  Puritans  
and d is se n te rs  fo r  comic effect, ra re ly  do h e r  major c h a rac te rs
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d iscu ss  th e i r  theological beliefs. For Centlivre, however, religious 
loyalty  to  th e  Church of England is  inex tr icab ly  tied to political 
l ibe rty :  th e  one g u a ra n tee s  th e  o th e r  and vice versa . Numerous
speeches  in h e r  w orks link  th e  two d irec tly , and we a re  n ev er  in 
doub t as  to he r  c h a ra c te r s '  a t t i tu d e s  toward God and man. Indeed, 
one of th e  more he inous a spec ts  of h e r  villains, who usually  have
Catholic sym pathies , is  th e i r  opposition to religious freedom and
in ten tion  to impose "popish  su p ers t i t io n "  on P ro te s tan t  England.
Since religion is more prom inent in C en tliv re 's  canon, being p a r t  
of th e  L iberty -L oyalty  matrix, he r  t rea tm en t of i t  is  much less  
ambiguous than Behn's. Behn links  th e  chu rch  to m ercenary 
m arriages  and glorifies unforced  t ru e  love vows over those  coerced 
a t the  altar. Her belief th a t  a forced m arriage  is no marriage a t  all 
r e su l ts  in ambiguous en d in g s  to  some of h e r  p lays in which i t  is  not 
c lear who has taken  possession of a d isp u ted  lady. With Centlivre, 
however, religion is  an absolu te  moral au th o r i ty ,  and h e r  plays end 
in th e  conventional c lu s te r  of w eddings, a lthough  occasionally a female 
will decide not to  m arry . Likewise, he r  wives who a re  married before 
the  play s t a r t s  sometimes cite  religion as  th e  reason they  do not 
commit a d u l te ry  and only plead fo r  more l ib e r ty  within marriage. 
Thus, Centlivre, unlike Behn, ties  political and religious freedom to 
domestic l ib e r ty  in h e r  analogy of m o n a rch /su b jec t  to husband/w ife .
Finally, both women make th e  point th a t  inna te  nobility is  more
valuable  than  an empty title , b u t  what is  fo r  Behn an occasional
observation  becomes fo r  Centlivre an obsession. Although she  
sa t i r iz es  them skillfully, Behn te n d s  to  ce leb ra te  th e  p riv ileges  of the
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nobility and does not question th e  existing class s t ru c tu re .  
Furtherm ore , she  sp en d s  much of h e r  time a ttack ing  what she  calls 
" rabb le ,"  v u lg a r  and ig n o ra n t  common people whom she  accuses  of 
t reason  and of a ttem pting to deg rade  th e i r  social su p e r io rs .  In 
c o n tra s t ,  while Centlivre has  no d ea r th  of titled  heroes in h e r  canon, 
often they  have achieved th e i r  ra n k  th ro u g h  hard  work or, if the ir  
ran k  is  inherited , they  a re  in h e ren tly  v ir tu o u s  anyway. However, in 
some of he r  plays, she  d raw s an explicit c o n tra s t  between an untitled  
b u t  noble man and a decadent, d ishonorab le  a r is to c ra t .  In addition, 
one of h e r  c h a ra c te rs  usually moralizes on th e  responsib il i ty  of the  
a r is to c racy  to s e t  a good example fo r th e  lower o rd e rs ,  a dictum 
completely ab se n t  from Behn's works. Furtherm ore , Centlivre does not 
draw  as sh a rp  a distinction between the  c lasses  as Behn. Peer and 
gentleman f inanc ier  f req u e n t ly  ru b  elbows o r  a re  the  same person. 
T here  a re  v ir tua lly  no "rabb le"; often p ra isew orthy  sentim ents  a re  pu t 
in th e  mouths of common people. Unlike Behn, Centlivre becomes 
p rog ress iv e ly  more ironic in h e r  t rea tm en t of th e  u p p e r  class, and 
sh e  te n d s  to  emphasize more middle-class va lues  such  as th e  v ir tu e  
of ha rd  work and fidelity  in marriage, missing no o p p o rtu n i ty  in her 
p lays to advocate  both. Thus, while Behn had a few bees in her 
bonnet, on the  whole C entliv re 's  trea tm en t of th e  same themes ten d s  
to be more pointed and more didactic. A considera tion  of each 
woman's handling of g e n d e r  construction , charac te riza tion  of similar 
ty p e s  and morality in th e  next c h ap te r  will su p p o r t  th is  conclusion.
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CHAPTER III 
MEN, WOMEN AND MORALITY
Having es tab lished  th a t  Aphra Behn and Susanna  Centlivre  did 
indeed  employ th e  same comic themes and conventions fo r  d if fe ren t  
p u rp o ses  and in d if fe ren t  ways, we can now explore how th e i r  
comedies d iffer in th re e  main a reas . The f i r s t  section of th is  c h ap te r  
will deal with the  women's co n s tru c tio n s  of g e n d e r  with an eye 
tow ards  pinpointing how th e ir  depictions of men and women and the  
re la tionship  between th e  sexes d iffer . An examination of the  
p layw righ ts ' p o r tray a ls  of the  same c h a ra c te r  ty p e s  follows in which 
we examine how d iffe rences  in theme and g en d e r  construc tion  a ffec t 
each woman's depiction of a s te reo ty p e  common to in tr ig u e  comedies. 
The th ird  section will a d d re s s  th e  question  of Morality and a ttem pt to 
answ er the  following: Did Behn and Centlivre play by neoclassic
ru les?  If not, why? Were C en tliv re 's  comedies more "seda te"  in term s 
of plot, c h a ra c te r  and theme than  Behn's? How? If  they  were not, was 
h e r  critical reception th e  same as Behn's  and fo r  th e  same reasons?  
The ch ap te r  will conclude with a summary of all th re e  d iscussions. 
Gender Construction
The major thematic sh if t  of emphasis from Behn 's  "sexual 
campaign" to C entliv re 's  "term in office" profoundly  a ffects  the  
g en d e r  construction  of each a u th o r 's  leading c h a rac te rs .  Behn's 
comedies commonly fe a tu re  two or more couples who a re  explicitly 
c o n tra s ted  with each o the r .  One pa ir  of lo v e rs  is a lready  in love a t  
th e  p lay 's  beginning; they  a re  dep icted  as s te a d fa s t  and fa ithfu l with
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honorable m arriage as  th e i r  goal. Opposed to th is  is th e  rake  and the  
ob jec t(s)  of his affections; seduction  and co n q u es t  is  th e  name of th e  
game. By far, th e  more in te re s t in g  of th e  two, and the  more 
prominent, is  th e  la t te r .  The v ic iss itudes  of the  plot usually  involve 
th e  loyal couple in mix-ups which tem porarily  c a s t  doub t upon th e ir  
p a r tn e r 's  fidelity, and th e i r  in tr ig u in g  is aimed a t  overcoming 
obstac les  to th e i r  marriage. The " ro v e r ,"  on the  o th e r  hand, usually 
has  severa l i rons  in the  fire , and th e  fun  a r ise s  o u t of watching him 
scheme to sa tis fy  himself and outw it ladies  b en t on matrimony. We 
n e v e r  d o u b t fo r a minute th a t  th e  c o n s ta n t  lover will be rew arded  bu t 
th e  ra k e 's  p ro g re s s  is always in jeopardy . While Behn’s gay, amoral 
l ib e r t in e s  a re  often spokesmen fo r  h e r  views, th e i r  disdain  and 
d i s t r u s t  of the  opposite  sex a re  v ividly s e t  ag a in s t  th e  re sp ec t  
accorded women by th e i r  m arriage-bound  fr iends . Behn 's  lib id inous 
hero  th in k s  nothing of lying to a  p rospec tive  lover to gain his 
amorous end, usually  d ropp ing  the  u n fo r tu n a te  female a f te r  she 
yields. Similarly, th e  c h a ra c te r  s e t  on m arriage does not d isp a rag e  
th a t  ins ti tu tion  as  h is com patriot does, loudly and a t  leng th , no r is 
he concerned  with a la d y 's  financial s ta tu s .  In fact, Behn seems to 
draw  special a t ten tion  to th e  fac t  th a t  h e r  often penniless  sed u c e rs  
a ffec t to scorn  money b u t  a re  qu ite  willing to take  i t  from m is tresses  
and admit th a t  wealth does indeed enhance  th e  appeal of a 
p rospec tive  bride. In Behn's case, sh e  d is t in g u ish es  qu ite  clearly 
between h e r  two kinds of heroes: Much of th e  amusement we get
from h e r  p lays is  en g en d e red  by watching h e r  l ibe r ty - lo v in g
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l ib e r t in e s  be transform ed in to  th a t  most "hideous" of animals, a 
"Husband Lover."1
For Centlivre, th e  distinction between fa ithfu l lover and roaming 
rake  is  much more ambiguous. Many of he r  male leads a re  l ib e r t in es  
a t  the  beginning of th e  play with similiar c h a rac te r is t ic s  as Behn's, 
especially  in th e i r  a t t i tu d e s  toward marriage, b u t  when th ey  a ttem pt 
seduction like th e i r  Restoration c o u n te rp a r ts ,  they  a re  not engaged  
in a ba ttle  of wits with th e i r  female ta rg e ts ,  th e  focus of th e  ear lie r  
plays. Ins tead , th e  heroine usually  te lls  her swain somewhat 
b ru sq u e ly  th a t  they  have no time fo r  th a t  nonsense, he must move 
fa s t  if he wants both woman and h e r  fo r tune . Faced with th a t  
ultimatum, the  would-be sed u c e r  is easily p e rsu ad ed  to a promise of 
marriage, and th e  r e s t  of th e  play revo lves  around th e  in tr ig u e  
a t te n d a n t  upon th e  e ffo r ts  of th e  ex - ra k e  to be united with his 
m is tress  desp ite  "blocking f ig u res"  such  as fa th e rs  and guard ians. 
This sh if t  in emphasis from romantic seduction to p u rs u i t  of honorable 
m arriage is responsib le  fo r su b tle  d iffe rences  in Behn's and 
C en tliv re 's  co n s tru c t io n s  of masculinity. While Behn's " ro v e rs"  a re  
openly promiscuous and unashamedly fa ith less  toward th e i r  female 
lovers , C entliv re 's  p u ta tive  rakes  su f fe r  th e  to r tu r e s  of th e  damned 
once they  have vowed fidelity to a lady b u t  a re  a t t ra c ted  to another. 
F requen tly  they  confess to loving one woman even as they  chase 
ano ther ,  which they  do not do as w holeheartedly  and w ithout sc ru p le  
as th e i r  Restoration p red ecesso rs .  They a re  also not as vehem ent in 
th e ir  h a tred  of m arriage as Behn's heroes  are. In fact, in C entlivre 's  
comedies some of th e  most fulsome paeans to married bliss is su e  from
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th e  mouths of h e r  "converted"  sed u ce rs .  Given the  less  clearly 
defined " rak ish"  n a tu re  of C entliv re 's  rakes, th e  "taming" of such a 
c h a ra c te r  is ne i th e r  as f r e q u e n t  nor as prom inent as i t  is  in Behn's 
works. Thus, th e  la te r  p layw righ t places le ss  emphasis on ch a rac te r  
developm ent ( the  " ro v e r"  undergoes  a change) than  on n a rra t iv e  
action (he overcomes obstac les  to win his bride).
With more emphasis on marriage in C en tliv re 's  canon comes more 
em phasis on money. She does no t a ttem pt to draw an ironic 
comparison between h e r  ga llan ts ' scorn  fo r m ercenary m arriage and 
women and th e i r  a lacrity  in accepting o r  m arrying money as Behn 
does. C entliv re 's  heroes unambiguously w orship wealth; often they  
a re  not in search  of sexual p rey  b u t  a  wealthy wife and not ashamed 
to  admit it, one even  calling money th e  "v ery  God of M arriage."2 
While Behn's swains confess  th e ir  w eakness fo r gold, the  question of 
th e  hero ine 's  dowry is  usually resolved aft e r  th e  couple have decided 
to marry; in C entliv re 's  canon, the  la d y 's  fo r tu n e  is often th e  reason 
fo r  the  union. Thus, not only does Centlivre  c o n s t ru c t  he r  male leads 
along more conventional moral lines reg a rd in g  sex and marriage, bu t 
also less  hypocritically  v is -a -v is  th e  p ro fit  motive in matrimony than 
does Behn.
C entliv re 's  fo reg round ing  of th e  in n a te ly -v ir tu o u s -m a n -v e rsu s -  
th e -d e c a d e n t-a r is to c ra t  theme also affects  he r  construction  of 
masculinity. While Behn occasionally h igh ligh ts  th is  a sp ec t  by 
depicting  supposed ly  lowborn heroes, they  a re  usually revealed to be 
nobility a t  th e  p lay 's  end. In fact, she  te n d s  to  use more wealthy 
noblemen as p ro tag o n is ts  than  Centlivre, whose leading men a re  about
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equally  divided between wealthy nobility and  wealthy gentlemen. Both 
women make f re q u e n t  use  of soldiers, who a re  usually  poor th a n k s  to 
th e i r  se rv ice  to th e ir  coun try . Soldiers exemplify w hat th e  women 
and th e i r  e ra s  considered  th e  essence  of manhood: honor, a quality
principally  manifested th ro u g h  a  man's w illingness and ability to fight. 
Much comic mileage is  gained in both canons  by the  sh a rp  c o n tra s t  
between th e  b ra v e ry  of so ld ie r-h e ro es  and th e  cowardice of th e i r  
foes, who often a ttem pt to pass  them selves off as w arrio rs . However, 
Centlivre  emphasizes he r  serv icem en 's  profession  more than  does Behn 
not only in h e r  comedies b u t  also in dedications, p refaces , prologues 
and epilogues] p ra ise  fo r  the  military and comments ad d re ssed  to them 
a re  ubiquitous. Behn is  more in te n t  on rid iculing fops and fools. For 
Behn, lack of wit is  th e  next g re a te s t  sin in a man a f te r  cowardice; 
fo r  Centlivre, i t  is  lack of patriotism. The l a t t e r 's  use  of penniless  
soldiers, who a re  not always revealed to  be nobility, allows her to  do 
two of he r  favorite  th in g s  a t once: valorize the  soldier and d en ig ra te  
"empty title ." Leonora's speech a t  th e  end of th e  th ird  act of The 
Cruel Gift (1716) a r t icu la tes  C en tliv re 's  preoccupation with the  
in h e ren tly  v ir tu o u s  b u t  untitled  individual when she  a s s e r t s  th a t  "The 
Man, tho ' ne’e r  so meanly born in Blood, /  That, next his Soul, 
p re fe rs  his C oun try 's  Good; /  Who more than  In te re s t ,  does his 
Honour prize, /  And sco rn s  by s ec re t  T reach ery  to rise" d e se rv e s  to 
be "a M onarch's ch ie fes t  Care" (3: 41). We ra re ly  g e t  th is  kind of 
moralizing in Behn's  w orks a lthough sh e  s h a re s  th e  sentiment.
Needless to say, all th e  women's he roes—sold iers  or not—are  
b rave , dash ing  and resourcefu l;  however, when i t  comes to  th e
boundaries  of honor, they  have d if fe ren t  maps. Behn's male 
pro tagon is ts ,  o th e r  than  h e r  fa ithfu l lovers , revel in th e  deceptions 
they  p rac tice  to chea t o r  outwit a fa th e r  o r  guard ian , bu t 
occasionally, especially in th e  case  of a soldier, C entliv re 's  c h a ra c te rs  
comment on how it  is in ap p ro p r ia te  fo r a  man to lie and scheme, 
t re a c h e ry  being beneath  an honest man. While th is  sen tim ent is  by 
no means un iversally  exp ressed  among C en tliv re 's  male leads, i t  is  a 
d is t in c t  d e p a r tu re  from the  Restoration rakes  who have no such 
sc rup les .  For males in both canons, th e i r  adherence  to honor defines 
them as heroes and men b u t  th e ir  a t t i tu d e s  toward the  "honorable" 
keeping of a promise is  d ifferen t.  While Behn's ga llan ts  will move 
heaven and e a r th  to keep a promise to a male fr iend , h e r  " ro v e rs"  
promise women any th ing  fo r  th e i r  fav o rs  with no in tention  of keeping 
th e i r  vows. But they  a re  not considered  d ishonorable  by th e ir  
society, the  male portion of i t  a t  least. For Centlivre, vows a re  an 
in teg ra l  p a r t  of a man's honor, and h e r  swains tend  to  honor oaths 
made, re g a rd le ss  of the  sex of th e  recipient. In fact, th e  la te r  
p layw righ t calls in to  question th e  a t t i tu d e  of th e  Restoration rakes. 
In The Gamester (1705), Valere's f a th e r  is  shocked th a t  his son 
conside rs  gaming d e b ts  "d eb ts  of honor" b u t  sees  nothing wrong in 
not paying tradesm en (1: 28); in The Artifice (1722), S ir  John tells his 
b ro th e r ,  who has seduced  a  woman by promising marriage, a promise 
he n ev er  in tended  to  keep, "Whatever you th in k  of such Proceedings, 
I a s su re  you, I should have v e ry  little  Confidence in th a t  Man who 
forfeited  his Faith and Honour to  a Woman" (3: 7-8).
Similarly, we find s ign if ican t d iffe rences  between Behn's and 
C entlivre 's  co n s tru c tio n s  of th e  feminine g e n d e r  in the  case  of th e ir  
heroines. Both w ri te rs  a re  anxious to emphasize th e  de leterious 
e ffec ts  the  sub juga tion  of women to th e  men in th e i r  lives has on 
th e i r  sex 's  moral c h a rac te r .  Thus, they  go to some le n g th s  to  p o r tray  
th e  "fa ir  sex" as j u s t  as honorable, courageous  and in te ll igen t as the  
ruling one, b u t  a t  th e  same time they  s t r e s s  th e  deceitful m easures 
women a re  compelled to take  in o rd e r  to escape  th e  unfa ir  r e s t ra in ts  
placed upon them and m arry the  men of th e i r  choice. The 
p layw righ ts ' message is clear: th e  s t r i c t  limitations on a woman's
autonomy meant to c u rb  he r  " in heren tly "  immoral c h a rac te r  actually 
encourage  misconduct and make such  a  misogynistic view a se lf -  
fulfilling prophecy. However, while Behn certa in ly  a d d re ss e s  th is  
issue, Centlivre bu ilds  whole p lays around  i t  and makes i t  a major 
focus of he r  moralizing about Liberty. We find many more in s tances  
of " locked-up  ladies,"  f req u e n t ly  wives, in th e  la te r  d ram atis t 's  works, 
and her  heroines a re  t re a ted  fa r  more ru th le ss ly  by fa th e rs  and 
g u a rd ian s  than  Behn's. I t  is  not su rp r is in g ,  then , th a t  often 
C entliv re 's  ladies a re  moved to more d e sp e ra te  m easures than  th e ir  
p redecesso rs .  C ro ss -d ress in g  aside, most of Behn's female leads 
usually  feign illness o r  devotion to p ra y e r  to avoid doing something 
they  d o n 't  want to do, b u t  C entliv re 's  p re ten d  dum bness o r  even 
madness. Woman's dece it  and hypocrisy  a re  more prom inent in the  
la t t e r 's  plays because  so many of he r  c h a ra c te rs  a re  wed to men they  
d o n 't  love. Wives in both canons employ d ish o n es t  s tra tag em s b u t  
always ex p ress  r e g r e t  a t  being forced to  do so. A major d ifference
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is  th a t  f req u en tly  th e  shady  p rac tices  of Behn's hero ines succeed, 
and they  unashamedly yield to a lover; w hereas, C entliv re 's  adu lte rous  
spouses  a re  never  rew arded: a woman’s scheme is successfu l only if 
she  is  teaching a jealous husband  abou t Liberty.
While female leads in both canons re flec t reg re tfu l ly  on th e  
"cunning"  th e y 'r e  forced to p ractice , C entliv re 's  do i t  more often and 
more s incere ly  than  do Behn's, whose gay ladies seem to enjoy 
matching wits with old h u sb an d s  o r  roving lovers . This d ifference  
can be a t t r ib u te d  to a profound s h if t  in characterization : many of
Behn's heroines su b sc r ib e  to "male" values and ap p ro p r ia te  fo r 
them selves male p re roga tives;  C en tliv re 's  tend  to espouse  and assume 
more conventionally "female" a t t i tu d es .  For ins tance , th e  Restoration 
p layw righ t is in s is te n t  in h e r  belief th a t  women have th e  same sexual 
d e s ire s  as men so h e r  female p ro tag o n is ts  play the  game of seduction 
with th e  men of th e i r  choice, and play i t  on male term s, which means 
"Anything goes." Centlivre downplays seduction in he r  plays and 
emphasizes ins tead  woman's wit in scheming to be united with a lover 
or teaching an e r r a n t  husband  a good ob jec t  lesson. C entlivre’s 
re fe ren ces  a re  r ife  to  women's skill in handling men and in tr ig u es ;  
h e r  females often ce leb ra te  th e i r  m astery  ov e r  men. Behn's males 
repeated ly  exp ress  th e i r  fe a r  of "woman's wit": "[Y]our fa ir  kind
Woman, will o u t - t r ic k  a B rother o r  a  Jew, and con tr ive  like a  Je su i t  
in chains," says  Frederick  in The Rover (1677) (1: 25). But
C entliv re 's  recognize i t  and re sp ec t  it , probably  because th e  ladies 
a re  exercising th e i r  wit on behalf of th e  gallants. Behn's heroines 
employ th e i r  wit in taming a rake  to  become a husband  (hence the
ro v e rs '  fear), b u t  those  of h e r  su ccesso r  use  th e ir  "feminine wiles" 
e i th e r  to overcome obstac les  to m arriage  to  men who a re  actively 
seeking  th e i r  hand fo r  honorable p u rp o ses  o r  to make a point to a 
husband . E ither way, C entliv re 's  sym pathetic  female c h a ra c te rs  do 
not engage  in sexual gameplaying on any terms: i t  is  m arriage or
nothing. Consequently, w here  Behn's hero ines  r e s o r t  to seduction and 
duplic ity  to  gain th e i r  ends, C en tliv re 's  tend  to  re ly  on cajoling and 
p re ten d ed  affection in th e  case  of h e r  wives, and the  lu re  of a 
fo r tu n e  in th e  case of he r  unm arried  women. In te re s tin g ly , 
occasionally one of Behn's obliging females is  "pun ished"  by not 
end ing  up with th e  ob jec t  of h e r  affections, a situation which never 
a r is e s  in th e  la te r  d ram a tis t 's  comedies s ince  h e r  lad ies  a re  never  
"k ind" to anyone o th e r  than  a husband : h e r  chas te  maidens a re
always " rew arded"  with th e  men of th e ir  choice and h e r  faithful wives 
with the  promise of more freedom.
The absence  of pre-m arita l and ex tra-m arita l sex in C entlivre 's  
canon can be a t t r ib u te d  in p a r t  to  h e r  less  ambiguous trea tm en t of 
female "modesty." Like th e i r  flesh and blood c o u n te rp a r ts ,  the  
hero ines of both p layw righ ts  a re  obsessed  with maintaining a t  leas t 
a semblance of chas ti ty ,  th a t  immutable barom eter of a woman’s 
"honor."  The courtesan , Angelica, in Behn 's  The Rover (1677), 
believing Willmore does not love her  because she  has lost h e r  honor 
th ro u g h  h e r  profession , a r t icu la tes  th e  priv ileged position held by a 
woman's "fame": "Nice Reputation, tho i t  leave behind /  More Virtues 
than  inh ab it  w here  th a t  dwells, /  Yet th a t  once gone, those  v ir tu es  
sh ine  no more" (1: 78). However, Behn's ladies, especially h e r  wives,
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"doth  p ro te s t  too much." While only one of h e r  single hero ines yields 
to temptation, often h e r  married or widowed women make a  g re a t  
p re ten ce  of concern  fo r  th e i r  honor th ro u g h o u t  the  play only to 
succum b during  th e  action o r  to  give ind ica tions  of yielding a t the  
end  in the  ambiguous conclusions noted in o u r  prev ious ch ap te r .  
T here  is  no such  ambiguity in C entliv re 's  comedies. Her female 
p ro tagon is ts ,  like Behn's, associate  th e i r  honor with th e ir  ch as t i ty  
bu t, unlike Behn's wives and widows, they  re g a rd  both a t t r ib u te s  as 
moral abso lu tes  which admit no t ra n sg re ss io n ,  even though a few of 
C entliv re 's  spouses  a re  coerced in to  remaining faithful. Similarly, the  
hero ines of the  la te r  d ram atis t  openly acknowledge th e i r  h u sb an d s ' 
r ig h t  to m astery  ov e r  them, while Behn's  ex p ress  re s is tance  to the  
idea  o r  actively rebel ag a in s t  a spouse.
Other a spec ts  of th e  two p layw righ ts ' handling of feminine 
"modesty" s u p p o r t  th e  observation  th a t  Behn's  leading ladies assume 
more of a "male" pe rsona  than  do C entliv re 's .  For example, not only 
do the  la t t e r 's  hero ines ex p re ss  discomfort with some of th e  methods 
they  must employ in p u rs u i t  of th e ir  men b u t  they  even question th e  
p ro p r ie ty  of a re sp ec tab le  la d y 's  chasing  a man a t all s ince a non- 
a g g re ss iv e  woman was considered  a  "modest" woman. Occasionally, 
B ehn 's  females ex p ress  similar sentim ents  b u t  th a t  does not s top  any 
of them from assuming an active  role in in tr ig u es ,  and v e ry  few of 
them a re  squeamish abou t th e i r  methods since they  a re  playing th e  
co u r tsh ip  game on male term s. One element of th e  plays b ea rs  th is  
out: c ro s s -d re s s in g .  Seventeen of Behn's women c ro s s -d r e s s
compared to  only five of C entlivre 's . Indeed , in th e  fo rm er 's  works,
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women d isgu ising  them selves as men is  often in teg ra l  to th e  movement 
of th e  plot; w hereas, i t  seems g ra tu i to u s  in  th e  la t te r 's .  Also, Behn's 
sp r ig h t ly  ladies do not su f fe r  th e  a n g s t  abou t th e i r  t ransves ti t ism  
th a t  C en tliv re 's  do.
Not only do Behn's women tend  to don masculine ga rb  more often 
b u t  when they  do, th e y  also act more like men than  C entlivre 's . Like 
th e  males, they  associate  th e i r  honor as  "men" with th e i r  ability and 
willingness to use  a sword. Consequently , Behn's females not only 
pa rtic ipa te  in numerous sw ordfigh ts ,  b u t  even  in battles. The 
inc idences of violence among C en tliv re 's  female c ro s s -d r e s s e r s  in he r  
comedies, on th e  o th e r  hand, a re  so few th a t  th ey  can be enum erated: 
Clarinda and Emilia cu ff  and kick Sir William Mode and Ogle in The 
Beau's Duel (1702); and Isab in d a  th re a te n s  p r ie s ts  with a  sword in 
Mar-Plot (1710), even tua lly  gaining th e i r  cooperation by b rib e ry .  
Indeed , th e  d isgu ised  Angelica actually  ru n s  away from a duel in The 
Gamester (1705). The " lady-like" and re la tive ly  n o n -a g g re ss iv e  n a tu re  
of th ese  ac ts  a re  a fa r  c ry  from Behn's women w arrio rs ,  a few of 
whom actually  kill.
While Behn's Amazons and C en tliv re 's  fin icky ladies may d iffer  
in th e  degree  to which they  accep t th e  opposite  g e n d e r 's  values, they  
have one th ing in common—money. The female p ro tag o n is ts  of both 
d ram atis ts  a re  usually rich ( th a t 's  how they  can afford  to wed 
penn iless  men), b u t  often th e  p ro f i t  motive tak es  a back  sea t  to 
seduction  in th e  Restoration p layw righ t 's  works; many times th e  t ru e  
worth of a  woman comes as a p leasan t s u r p r i s e  a t  th e  end. While th is  
also occu rs  in C en tliv re 's  comedies, more f req u e n t ly  th e  monetary
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value of a  p rospec tive  b ride  p rov ides  motivation fo r th e  comic action 
as  she  and h e r  ga llan t scheme to g e t  th e  "Writings" of h e r  e s ta te  
from a fa th e r  o r  guard ian . Thus, th e  appeal of Behn's s ing le  women 
is  often th e i r  beau ty  and wit; w hereas, C entliv re 's  possess  those  
qualities in abundance  b u t  em phasis is  also laid on th e i r  bank 
accounts. Males in both canons declare , with vary ing  d eg re e s  of 
s ince rity ,  th e i r  willingness to tak e  th e i r  inam oratas w ithout th e ir  
fo r tunes , b u t  th is  becomes an is su e  only in C en tliv re 's  plays, because 
th e  women them selves in s is t  on b ring ing  th e i r  money in to  a marriage, 
reasoning, p robably  accura te ly , th a t  p o v e r ty  would even tua lly  make 
th e i r  h u sb an d s  hate  them. Since money is a major inducem ent to 
m arriage in C en tliv re 's  plays, h e r  lad ies  a re  not as op en -h an d ed  as 
Behn's. F requen tly , Behn's pique and then  re ta in  a ra k e 's  in te r e s t  
with valuable gifts; a few even m arry wealthy old men fo r  th e  exp ress  
pu rp o se  of su p p o rt in g  a penniless  lover. We find no such  se lf-  
sacrifice  o r  g eneros ity  in th e  majority of C en tliv re 's  females, a lthough 
th e re  a re  a few notable exceptions; however, none of h e r  wives have 
wed with the  in ten tion  of maintaining a lover. The f ru g a li ty  of th ese  
women can be p a r t ly  a t t r ib u te d  to th e  fac t  th a t  they  do not have 
access  to th e i r  wealth s ince  th e  acquisition of "Writings" p rov ides  th e  
im petus fo r  th e  action. Perhaps , also i t  s tem s from th e  possibility  
th a t  making a man financially in d ep en d en t  obv ia tes  his need to  have 
a rich wife. As fo r  the  converse , women who m arry fo r  money, both 
a u th o rs  dep ic t th e  misery of such  unions and emphasize those  
c h a ra c te rs '  r e g re t ,  although Behn is much more sym pathetic  in h e r  
t rea tm en t of them than  h e r  successor. Similarly, wealthy women who
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want to m arry  a titled  man ap p ea r  in both canons b u t  a re  especially  
prominent in C entliv re 's  p lays w here  th e y  a re  often su b je c ts  of a 
subplot. Behn sa t i r iz es  s ta tu s - h u n g r y  widows in passing , bu t 
Centlivre  limns biting c a r ica tu re s  of them in vitriolic acid. Women 
who marry fo r  s ta tu s  a re  as unacceptable  to Centlivre  as  those  who 
m arry  fo r money.
Indeed, widows and fa th e r le ss  h e ire sses  seem to  populate  more 
of C entlivre 's  comedies than  Behn's. In d e p e n d en t  of male control, 
they  usually engage  in in t r ig u e  on behalf of a le ss  fo r tu n a te  fr iend . 
While th e re  a re  a few such  lucky  ones in Behn's canon, most of h e r  
female ch a rac te rs  who live life on th e i r  own term s a re  co u r te san s  and 
whores. Here again we find women ap p ro p ria t in g  to them selves male 
p re roga tives . Behn's common p ro s t i tu te s  a re  usually  "k ep t  women" 
who make no bones abou t th e i r  love of money. They a re  shrewd, 
cunning  and manipulative, willing to tell any lie they  must to achieve 
th e ir  ends, j u s t  like th e  rakes. Furtherm ore , they  exercise  th e  same 
sexual freedom as the  men, deciding fo r  them selves whom they  will 
favo r  and when. In the  case  of co u rte san s ,  however, cunning  and 
manipulation a re  downplayed in favo r of involving them in romance 
with th e  heroes. Initially  depicted as practical women who th ink  
them selves im pervious to love, and who a re  u p fro n t  about th e ir  
p u rs u i t  of "filthy  luc re ,"  Behn's co u r te sa n s  also claim th e  r ig h t  to 
choose th e i r  own lovers; b u t  they  invariab ly  end up enamored of a 
rake  and willing to sacrif ice  any th ing  to keep him. Behn’s "ladies of 
the  n igh t"  a re  in the  b us iness  of selling them selves in c o n tra s t  to 
th e i r  respec tab le  s i s te r s  whose bodies a re  "sold" by men for th e ir
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own benefit  in a r ra n g e d  m arriages fo r  p ro p e r ty .  The au th o r  s u g g e s ts  
th a t  th e  former is  more "honest,"  hence more moral, than  th e  la t te r  
and  infin itely  p re fe rab le  from the  woman's point of view. (Indeed, 
severa l  of h e r  v ir tu o u s  hero ines d isgu ise  them selves as co u r te san s  to 
avoid detection o r  fu r th e r  an in tr ig u e .)
There  a re  absolutely  no prac tic ing  "professional ladies" in 
C entliv re 's  canon: he r  businesswomen a re  businesswomen. Centlivre 
in tro d u ces  severa l new roles fo r women in h e r  works, among them 
females engaged  in t ra d e  fo r themselves. For example, Mrs. Security  
in The Gamester (1705) is a paw nbroker and a moneylender; Mrs. 
Brazen in The Platonick Ladv (1706) a  professional matchmaker. These 
a re  in d ep en d e n t  widows who successfu lly  sh if t  fo r them selves in a 
man's world, a lthough f req u en tly  they  a re  not sym pathetic  ch a rac te rs .  
Similarly, C en tliv re 's  trea tm en t of th e  " learned  lady ,"  a f ig u re  which 
a p p ea rs  in Behn's plays b u t  more prominently in Centlivre 's , is  also 
ambiguous. For example, th e  scholarly  Valeria in The B assett Table 
(1705) is ca r ica tu red  b u t  nev er th e le ss  ex p re sses  cogen t a rgum ents  fo r 
education fo r  women. Typically fo r  C entlivre’s heroines, Valeria is 
married a t  the  end of the  play; b u t  th is  is  not always t ru e  fo r  some 
of th e  p layw righ t 's  su b o rd in a te  female c h a ra c te rs  who decide against 
matrimony, a decision uncommon in comedies of Behn's time. For 
ins tance , Marton, a fa irly  prom inent woman in Mar-Plot (1710), e n te r s  
a c lo is ter  a f te r  Colonel Ravelin re je c ts  her. Also, th e  unm arried  Mrs. 
Plotwell in The Beau's Duel (1702), a reformed p ro s t i tu te  whom 
in he rited  money has made respec tab le , dep ic ts  C en tliv re 's  answ er to
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the  u n re g e n e ra te  c o u r te san s  and w hores who enliven so much of 
Restoration comedy.
The sexual double s tan d a rd  Behn a t ta ck s  with th e  use  of sexually 
l ibera ted  p ro s t i tu te s  a ffec ts  h e r  portraya l of the  re la tionship  between 
th e  sexes. She is v e ry  careful to d is t ingu ish  between men's and 
women's conflicting ideas  about sex, love and marriage. The ca re - f re e  
male, whose sexual peccadilloes only ag g ran d ize  him in socie ty 's  eyes, 
sees  no connection between sex on th e  one hand and love and 
m arriage on the  o ther; promiscuity does not th re a ten  him with loss of 
repu ta tion  o r  p regnancy . The female, however, bound by the  dic ta tes  
of "modesty" which deem h e r  unfit  fo r  m arriage  with th e  leas t  b rea th  
of scandal and confine he r  to one man once married, is vitally 
concerned with maintaining h e r  ch as t i ty  and winning th e  man of h e r  
choice desp ite  familial opposition and th a t  of th e  man himself. Thus, 
the  rake  a ttem pts  to seduce  his lady w ithout committing himself while 
she  is  equally determ ined to m arry h e r  man without compromising 
herself . Given two such  conflicting e n te rp r is e s ,  i t  is  not su rp r is in g  
th a t  th e  re la tionship  between th e  two an tag o n is ts  is  ta in ted  with 
d i s t r u s t  and a  cer ta in  amount of hostility . This is mitigated somewhat 
in C entliv re 's  w orks since many of h e r  couples have a lready  agreed  
to m arry. For in s tance , while Behn's c h a ra c te rs  of both sexes a re  
quick  to  believe th e  w orst of th e i r  p a r tn e r ,  many of C entlivre 's  
demand proof before  they  ju d g e  and re s is t  th e  idea of th e ir  
param our's  un fa ith fu lness, as Clarinda and Colonel Manly do in The 
Beau's Duel (1702) and Felix and Violante in The Wonder: A Woman
K e e p s  a  S e c r e t  (1 7 1 4 ) .
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Although in th e  la te r  d ram atis t 's  w orks men and women seem 
more inclined to t r u s t  each o ther, th e re  still ex ists  some mutual 
suspicion. Both sexes accuse  th e  o th e r  of having a p ro p en s ity  for 
inconstancy  although th e re  seem to be more re fe ren ces  to women's 
fa lseness  in Behn's comedies; even th e  women admit it. The ladies 
believe th e ir  su i to rs  will tell them an y th in g  to  gain th e ir  favo rs  and 
will sp u rn  them once th e y ’ve yielded. In fact, both sexes recognize 
th is: In C entliv re 's  Love a t  a V enture  (1706), Bellair says , "What
various  hazards  do we Rovers run , /  To pu rch ase  what we slight, as 
soon as won; /  And Women know it  too, y e t  long to  be undone" (2: 
34). For th e ir  p a r t ,  th e  rak es  ch arg e  females with p re fe r r in g  tit les  
and money to v ir tue , an accusation which C entliv re 's  women tend  to 
accep t more than do Behn's. Each p layw righ t emphasizes how both 
sexes m arry fo r  money, b u t  th is  is much more prom inent in C en tliv re 's  
w orks in which even women say  gold is  th e  way to a female heart,  
and the  men explicitly s ta te  how riches  can make any woman 
a t trac t ive . In th is  re sp ec t,  Behn is more in te re s ted  in calling 
a tten tion  to how males f la t te r  old, rich  women in to  m arrying them so 
th a t  the  men a re  "kep t"  in th e  same m anner in which old men keep 
m istresses. Indeed, City Wives keeping y o u n g e r  sons is  a familiar 
t ro p e  in both canons b u t  again we see actual examples of women 
maintaining lovers  in Behn's  w orks only; Centlivre  excoriates h e r  City 
Wives fo r p resum ptuous social-climbing s ince  none "keep" a man.
In he r  in s is tence  on h igh lighting  how men as well as women 
"sell" themselves in marriage, Behn u n d e rsco re s  th e  hypocrisy  
in h e re n t  in the  re la tionsh ip  between th e  sexes in which l ip - se rv ic e  is
8 2
paid to t ru e  love b u t  both have an eye  ou t fo r  th e  main chance, 
especially  th e  men. This is  le ss  pronounced  in C entliv re 's  comedies 
because h e r  c h a ra c te rs  a re  s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  abou t th e i r  concern  fo r  
money; h e r  women in s is t  on bring ing  th e i r  fo r tu n es  to a marriage, a 
demand th a t  in it ia te s  the  action of th e  play. However, th e  two sexes 
in both canons accuse  the  o th e r  of an o th e r  kind of hypocrisy . The 
men constan tly  re fe r  to th e  d ifficulty  of d is tingu ish ing  "Quality" from 
whores and vilify women for claiming v i r tu e  in public while being 
promiscuous in sec re t .  For example, Willmore in Behn's The Rover 
(1677) te lls  Angelica, "I have lain with a Woman of Quality, who has 
all th e  time been railing a t  Whores" (1: 71). Behn's rakes, unlike 
C entlivre 's , d esp ise  v i r tu e  o r  honor in a woman, believing i t  to be 
merely p re tense . Thus, Willmore to  Angelica in the  same scene: 
"Virtue is  b u t  an Infirm ity  in Women, a Disease th a t  re n d e rs  even the  
handsom [sic] ungra te fu l;  whilst th e  i l l - fav o u r’d, fo r  want of 
Sollicitations [sic] and A ddress  only fancy  them selves so . . ." (1: 70- 
71). Later, when Angelica accuses  him of sp u rn in g  her  because of 
h e r  lack of Fortune  and Honor, Willmore replies, "Honour! I tell you, 
I ha te  i t  in y o u r  Sex; and those  th a t  fancy  them selves p o sses t  of th a t  
Foppery, a re  th e  most im pertinen tly  troublesom  [sic] of all Woman­
kind, and will t r a n s g r e s s  nine Commandments to keep one" (1: 76-77). 
Behn is careful to point out, however, th a t  when m arriage is th e  is sue  
those  self-sam e libe r tines  a re  in te re s ted  only in ladies "p o sse s t  of 
th a t  Foppery ."  Indeed, "Quality" to them often seems as  im portant, 
if  not more so, than  the  woman's wealth. Absent in C en tliv re 's  
comedies a re  cynical comments by the  he roes  about how p ro s t i tu te s
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a re  more honest  than  "honest"  women since  they  lay no claim to a 
v i r tu e  they  do not possess .
The women in both canons accuse males of fa ith lessness , of 
making promises with no in ten tion  of keeping them. For Behn, th ese  
a re  usually  vows of m arriage o r  constancy  b u t  many times in 
C entliv re 's  w orks they  a re  merely promises to keep s ilen t about a 
la d y 's  " ind iscretion ,"  oaths which a re  invariab ly  broken. Similarly, 
Centlivre also emphasizes h e r  rak es '  tendenc ies  to abandon the ir  
lo v e rs  "to th e  public" (o ther men) a f te r  th ey  have fin ished  with them. 
Unlike C entlivre 's , Behn's hero ines a re  so afra id  of th e  "deluding 
Tongues of Men" th a t  many ex p ress  a p re fe re n ce  fo r  fools who can 
easily be manipulated ov e r  "w itty" men who will love them and leave 
them. Behn’s men constan tly  ex p re ss  th e i r  contem pt fo r  women who 
abide fools b u t  a re  them selves te r r if ied  of what they  perce ive  as 
deceitful cunning  on th e  p a r t  of females—woman's wit—and re s is t  
becoming not only su b o rd in a te  to a woman b u t  reduced  to th a t  most 
hated th ing , "A Woman's Implement."3 In c o n tra s t ,  C en tliv re 's  heroes 
a re  not so gynophobic, openly admitting th e  power women have over 
them, a condition th a t  c a r r ie s  no onus (as in th e  ea r l ie r  plays), 
p robably  because a lad y ’s "wit" is  being exercised on th e i r  behalf. 
Revelling in th e i r  m astery  over men, C en tliv re 's  female p ro tagon is ts  
often use th e ir  "woman's wit" as a th r e a t  to  jealous  lo v e rs  or 
husbands , warning them th a t  th e  more re s t r a in t s  th e i r  p a r tn e r s  place 
upon them to  keep them from cheating , th e  more they  will " s tu d y  to 
deceive." They a s s e r t  th a t  only v i r tu e  can regu la te  a woman's sexual 
conduct, not imprisonment. Although Behn ex p re sses  similar
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sentim ents, they  do not take  th e  p r id e  of place they  do in C en tliv re’s 
works.
Not only do C en tliv re 's  heroes recognize  and accep t women's 
hegemony more willingly than  Behn’s, b u t  they  also re s p e c t  women 
more than  do th e i r  p red ecesso rs .  For Behn's  rakes, women come in 
only two models, "Quality" and whore, and often th ey  make headway 
by tre a t in g  th e  form er like th e  la t te r .  (Indeed, in both canons, 
re fe ren ces  a re  made to lad ies  liking "to be rav ish 'd  of a kindness"!) 
On th e  o th e r  hand, C entliv re’s  gallan ts  a re  fond of a  good time bu t 
re sp ec t  th e  "awful L us tre  of V irtue"4 in hones t  women. Similarly, 
they  a re  not nearly  as emphatic about th e i r  h a tred  of m arriage as 
th e ir  p red ecesso rs  are . Behn 's  wits a re  determ ined to  remain single 
so they  can enjoy sexual varie ty ; they  ta lk  ab o u t  th e  "scandal"  of 
m arriage and how i t  "debases"  honorable  rakes. Wives a re  
troublesom e "clogs," to be avoided a t all costs . While C entliv re 's  
swains echo th ese  sentim ents , they  deba te  more about th e  in s titu tion ; 
i t  is  not taken fo r  g ra n te d  th a t  matrimony is  bad. Her l ib e r t in e s  also 
cave in quickly to  demands fo r  m arriage  and  end up spouting  
en th u s ia s t ic  paeans to i t  and th e ir  wives a t  th e  end of th e  play. 
None gloat abou t seducing  a woman w ithout having  to m arry  h e r  as 
Behn's " ro v e rs "  do.
Women in both canons, aware of th e  supposed  em ptiness of 
loveless m arriages, pe rce ive  h u sb an d s  as dull th in g s  who will ignore  
them once married. However, C en tliv re 's  females acknowledge the  
r ig h ts  of th e  male ov e r  them, and (unlike Behn's) accep t th a t  the  
responsib il ity  fo r  a good m arriage is th e  wife's, provided  h e r  husband
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allows h e r  th e  freedom th a t  she  d e se rv e s  as a human being. The 
a t t i tu d e s  of C en tliv re 's  c h a ra c te rs  of both sexes tow ards  m arriage and 
spouses  is re p re se n te d  in the  la s t  two speeches  of M ar-Plot (1710). 
Isab inda, C harles 's  wife, th ro u g h  pa tien t  diligence has gently  
p reven ted  him from cheating  on her. A re p e n ta n t  Charles speaks  
f irs t :
Cha. Come, Colonel, M arriage is  th e  only happy  
State, when V irtue is th e  Guide.
Had b u t  all Women Isab in d a 's  Mind,
So Constant, P ruden t,  Virtuous, and so kind,
What Joys  so g re a t  as  Wedlock cou'd we find?
No more shou 'd  we unlawful Love pursue ,
But th in k  o u r  Wives fo r  e v e r  young and new,
And learn  from them th e  Art of being tru e .
Isa. In vain we s t r iv e  by hau g h ty  ways to p rove
Our c h a s t  [sic] Affections, and o u r  du teous  Love.
To smooth th e  H usband 's  rugged  Storms of Life,
Is  th e  design  and bus iness  of a Wife;
Still all h is  Faults  with Patience to  behold,
And not fo r  e v e ry  Trifle ran t,  and scold:
Men from Example, more than  from Precept, learn ,
And modest Carriage  still has power to Charm.
After my Method, wou'd all Wives b u t  move,
T hey’d soon regain , and keep th e i r  Husbands Love:
Our kind Indu lgence  wou'd th e ir  Vice o'ercome,
And with o u r  Meekness s t r ik e  th e i r  Passions dumb. (2: 62)
While Behn's co n s ta n t  lovers , who a re  co n tra s ted  to h e r  ro v e rs  and
sp r ig h t ly  young ladies, ex p re ss  opinions similar to  C harles 's  about
marriage, ra re ly  do th e  l ibe rtines , who a re  by f a r  more prom inent in
th e  plays. Furtherm ore , even th e  female p a r tn e r  of th e  co n s tan t
couple, much less  th e  sp u n k y  heroine, ra re ly , if ever, en d o rse  the
modest pass iveness  Isab inda  eulogizes.
Portrayal of th e  Same C h arac te r  T ypes
Not only a re  s ign if ican t d iffe rences  d iscern ib le  between th e  two
p layw righ ts ' co n s tru c tio n s  of th e i r  major c h a ra c te rs  b u t  varia tions
also exist in th e ir  handling of c h a ra c te r  ty p e s  common to in tr ig u e  
comedy. One such  is the  fop, a w itless fool who fancies  himself a 
fash ionable  "Man of Sense" and inep tly  apes  th e  behavior of th e  t ru e  
"wits." Fops boast of being "men of p a r ts "  and "witty  men," and 
th e y  "roa r,"  whore, d rink , and gamble because th a t  is w hat they  
th in k  fashionable men do. They a re  co rrec t ;  th e  rak es  th e y  lionize 
engage  in th ese  simple p leasures, b u t  th e i r  v ic iousness is v itia ted  by 
v i r tu e s  such  as courage, honor and good sense . The imitators, on th e  
o th e r  hand, openly disdain honor and valor in fav o r  of such  "w hore 's  
t r ick s"  as s inging  bawdy songs  and b reak ing  windows; " rak e-h e lls"  
a fe  not th e  same as  " rakes ."  Not only a re  the  form er cowardly, b u t  
they  a re  also silly, gullible, vain and v e ry  b ru ta l  in th e i r  t rea tm en t 
of women. They make no bones abou t th e  fac t  th a t  they  will m arry 
fo r money nor th a t  they  will be unfa ithfu l to th e i r  wives. 
S ignificantly, th e  m atrim ony-hating l ib e r t in e  is  b ro u g h t  to heel by 
t r u e  love a t  the  end of the  play; w hereas, his e rs a tz  emulator remains 
unchanged  by his s ta tu s  as  a  husband.
Since th e  fop p rov ides  such  a telling c o n tra s t  to th e  hero, i t  is  
no t su rp r is in g  th a t  he ap p ea rs  prominently in th e  comedies of Behn 
and Centlivre. But Behn te n d s  to emphasize th is  f ig u re  more, 
employing twice as many in he r  p lays than  h e r  successo r.  F u r th e r ,  
Behn's fops a re  usually more germane to  th e  plot than  C entliv re 's  
"beaus,"  f req u en tly  being th e  unaccep tab le  fiance of th e  heroine. 
Behn te n d s  to emphasize th a t  not only a re  women o pp ressed  by forced 
marriage i tse lf  b u t  often th e i r  agony is  inc reased  by th e  witless 
fopp ishness  of th e ir  in tended . A typical exchange occurs  in Behn's
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Sir Patien t Fancy (1678) in which Isabella  and Lucretia  d iscu ss  " the  
num berless  Im pertinences  wherewith [fops] continually p lague all 
young Women of Quality":
Lucr. Yet th ese  a re  th e  precious th in g s  o u r  g rav e  P aren ts  still chuse  
[sic] to  make us happy with, and all fo r  a f il thy  Jo in tu re , the  
undeniable  a rgum en t fo r  o u r  S lavery  to Fools.
Isab. Custom is unkind  to o u r  Sex, not to  allow us free  Choice; bu t 
we above all C rea tu res  must be forced  to e n d u re  th e  formal 
Recommendations of a Parent, and th e  more in su p p o rtab le  
A ddresses  of an odious Fop; w hilst th e  Obedient D aughter 
s ta n d s —th u s —with he r  Hands p inn 'd  before  her, a s e t  Look, 
few Words, and a Mein th a t  c r ie s—Come m arry  me: o u t  upon 't. 
(4:11)
In co n tra s t ,  C en tliv re 's  male an tag o n is ts  a re  objectionable  on o th e r  
g ro u n d s ,  cowardice being a  major one. Both w rite rs  s u g g e s t  th a t  
th e i r  fops o r  beaus a re  not "real men" because  of th e ir  re luc tance  
and inability  to engage  in manly sw ordfigh ts . But I would a rg u e  th a t  
in addition to downplaying th e  role of h e r  beaus in the  comic action, 
Centlivre  is more mellow than  Behn in h e r  depiction of fools. After 
all, th e  t i tu la r  c h a ra c te r  of one of C entliv re 's  b e s t  plays, The Busy 
Body (1709), is  a silly ass, b u t  he is  well-in tentioned. Although he 
g e ts  the  full measure of humiliation due  his ilk, his f r ien d s  a re  still 
sym pathetic  tow ards  him desp ite  h is  bumbling. Most of Behn's fops 
a re  h ighborn , and she  uses  them to sa tir ize  the  beau monde. 
However, she  does not s u g g e s t  th a t  th e re  is something wrong with the  
c lass  s t r u c tu r e  itself; he r  oppobrium is  re se rv e d  fo r  those  within i t  
who a re  not w orthy. On th e  o th e r  hand, two of C en tliv re 's  fo u r  fops 
a re  lowborn: one a footman who d u b s  himself th e  "M arquess of
Hazard," and th e  o th e r  a commoner who s lav ish ly  apes  an a r is to c ra t .  
The form er en joys  some success  in his im posture  of a nobleman, b u t
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th e  la t t e r  is  mercilessly parodied. T here  is an element of c lass-  
consciousness  in C en tliv re 's  re n d e r in g s  of th is  f ig u re  ab se n t  in 
Behn's c h a rac te rs .  The footman who can pass  himself off as 
a r is to c racy  has severa l k issing cousins  in Behn's works; both au th o rs  
call a t ten tion  to th e  fac t  th a t  given th e  r ig h t  d re s s  and manners, 
anyone can successfu lly  m asquerade  as a lord . However, while Behn's 
g e n t ly -b o rn  fools a re  excoriated fo r  th e i r  s tu p id ity ,  Centlivre  a ttacks  
h e r  commoners fo r  also valorizing th e  u p p e r  class. Indeed, th e  
Deadliest Sins in Behn's eyes  as f a r  as th e  fop goes a re  cowardice 
and a  lack of wit; Centlivre  downplays th e  im portance of wit (witness 
Mar-Plot in The Busy Bodvl in fav o r  of manly courage  and  democratic 
p rincip les .
Not only do Behn and Centlivre  i l lu s tra te  th e  misery of forced 
m arriage inflicted on women by depicting  th e  poor quality  of the  fools 
they  a re  expected to m arry, b u t  they  also emphasize th e  in ju s t ice  of 
th e  ins ti tu tion  in th e i r  po rtraya l of ty rann ica l pa ren ts .  These a re  
usually  fa th e r s  o r  male g u a rd ian s  who seek  to augm ent family wealth 
and s ta tu s  by yoking th e ir  d a u g h te r s  o r  w ards  to wealthy a n d /o r  
h ighborn  imbeciles o r  lecherous  old men. Both w rite rs  s t r e s s  the  
selfish callousness  of men willing to sacrif ice  th e i r  ch i ld ren 's  
happ iness  fo r  "a fil thy  Jo in tu re ,"  b u t  in C en tliv re 's  hands, the  
paren ta l f igu re  is  more prom inent and ru th le s s  to th e  point of being 
m onstrous. C entliv re 's  f a th e r  often explicitly s ta te s  h is  belief th a t  his 
o ffsp ring  is  his p ro p e r ty  to do with as  he will, and he not only 
manhandles a n d /o r  locks up his d a u g h te r  to  compel h e r  to  comply 
with his demands, b u t  t r i e s  to chea t her, (or, in a  few cases, him),
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and actively a ttem pts  to make h e r  miserable. A case in point is Ann 
Lovely's deceased f a th e r  in A Bold S tro k e  fo r  a Wife (1718) whose will 
ex p resses  th e  warm pa ternal sen tim ent of r e g r e t  th a t  th e  fa th e r  will 
be ou t-l ived  by th e  d au g h te r .  I t  also s t ip u la te s  th a t  sh e  must gain 
th e  approval of fo u r  profoundly  d if fe ren t  g u a rd ian s  if she  wishes to 
m arry  and in h e r i t  h e r  f a th e r 's  fo r tu n e .  Since C entliv re 's  fa th e r s  a re  
often th e  "blocking f ig u re s "  th a t  th e  hero  must overcome, they  a re  
f r eq u en tly  more in teg ra l  to  the  plot than  Behn's, and th u s  more 
developed. Centlivre  emphasizes th e i r  motives more—sta tu s ,  he irs  
and, above all, money. In te re s t in g ly ,  we d o n 't  see  a preoccupation 
with heirs  in Behn's paren ta l f ig u re s  nor do we g e t  speech a f te r  
speech  by th e se  c h a ra c te r s  explicitly s ta t in g  th e i r  cruel plans fo r 
th e i r  o ffsp ring  and th e  reasons  fo r  them, as we do in C entlivre 's  
plays. Similarly, while most of Behn's outw itted  fa th e r s  o r  g u a rd ian s  
cheerfu lly  reconcile them selves to th e i r  defeat, (especially a f te r  th e  
inev itab le  revelation of th e  wealth a n d /o r  noble lineage of the  
formerly desp ised  su ito r  o r  d au g h te r - in - law ),  C en tliv re 's  "are  not 
amused" and often exit a t  th e  end of th e  play vowing revenge.
The sh if t  in focus from seduction  to in tr ig u e  in C entliv re 's  works 
which gives g re a te r  prominence to  "blocking f ig u res"  such  as  fa th e rs ,  
also a ffec ts  h e r  depiction of an o th er  kind of "blocking figu re ,"  the  
old husband . Both w r i te rs  c h a rac te r ize  th is  ty p e  as gullible, 
lecherous  and jealous b u t  th e  c ry ing  sin of Behn's is  avarice  while 
Centlivre te n d s  to  s t r e s s  th e  jealousy  of h e r  old spouses  and 
downplay th e i r  lu s t .  The profound jea lousy  of C entliv re 's  ch a rac te rs  
motivates much of th e  comic action as th e  heroine t r ie s  to  be united
9 0
with her  lover. The same situation o ccu rs  in Behn's  p lays b u t  her 
emphasis on sexuality  h igh ligh ts  th e  d isg u s tin g  sexual advances  of 
unacceptable  h u sb an d s  r a th e r  than  th e i r  jealousy. Thus, Behn is 
much more vitriolic in h e r  depiction of old husbands , who a re  
inev itab ly  outwitted by th e  hero and heroine. As mentioned earlier , 
some of th e  married men res ign  them selves to sh a r in g  th e i r  wife with 
her lover. However, th is  does not occur in any  of C entliv re 's  plays 
s ince  none of h e r  heroines successfu lly  commit ad u lte ry .  Clearly, the  
la te r  p layw right is  more sym pathetic  in h e r  t rea tm en t of old hu sb an d s  
than h e r  p red ecesso r  was; they  a re  not as viciously sa tir ized  or 
cuckolded, and they  a re  amenable to reform when th e i r  spouses  
demand more l ib e r ty .  However, both p layw righ ts  use  th e se  c h a rac te rs  
to  dem onstra te  th e  political theme th a t  u n d e rp in s  most of th e i r  plays. 
Behn's aged h u sb an d s  a re  invariab ly  Parliam entarians and P u r itans  
who usually eschew th e ir  politics a t  th e  end of th e  play in favor of 
adopting the  Cavalier's  lifesty le . Centlivre  a irs  h e r  political views 
d ifferen tly , fo r  i t  is  h e r  paren ta l f ig u res  who a re  usually 
"seditiously" Tory and sym pathetic  to "papacy,"  and ra re ly , if ever ,  
do they  relent. Unlike Behn's aged husbands , C en tliv re 's  a re  closely 
tied to one of h e r  cen tra l  themes: th e  r ig h t  of a su b je c t  to be
tre a ted  fa irly  by a  monarch. While th e  Restoration p layw righ t merely 
c on ten ts  he rse lf  with parodying  h e r  political enemies and "prov ing"  
by th e i r  conversion the  supposed  su p e r io r i ty  of th e  Royalists, 
Centlivre dem onstra tes  h e r  Whiggish belief th a t  a s u b jec t  owes no 
loyalty to  a ty rann ica l  king who would compel his s u b je c ts  to  a c t  in 
violation of th e i r  consciences by h e r  p ro tag o n is ts '  tr ium ph over
91
despotic  fa th e rs .  In th e  case  of h u sb an d s ,  however, th is  dictum is 
mediated by th e  fac t  th a t  ultimately, th e y  a re  not obdura te : When
shown the  e ffec ts  of co n s tra in t  on th e ir  wives, they  promise to accord 
them th e  freedom they  d e se rv e  as human beings. Thus, we have th e  
g re a te r  ru th le s sn e ss  of C entlivre 's  p a re n ts  and the  g en tle r  handling 
of th e  husband  c h a ra c te r  as  opposed to  Behn's more benevolen t 
f a th e r s  and satirical savaging  of th e  aged husband .
A similar d ifference  in trea tm en t can be d isce rned  in th e  women's 
p o r tray a ls  of m erchants, who a re  often th e  unaccep tab le  husband  or 
fiance in Behn's w orks b u t  a re  th e  more sym pathetic  spouse  in 
C entlivre 's . As noted ear lie r  in C hapter 2, while both p layw righ ts  
poke fun  a t the  d if fe ren t  classes, Centlivre, in he r  la te r  plays 
particu la rly , d isp lays  a  definite  bias toward th e  middle c lasses  as 
opposed to  Behn's a r is toc ra tic  leanings. The avaricious old merchant, 
a prom inent c h a ra c te r  in the  la t t e r 's  plays, is  usually th e  b u t t  of 
vicious jokes  and a  likely cand idate  fo r  cuckoldom. An exchange 
between Dullman and Timorous in Behn's The Widow Ranter (1688) 
leaves no doub t as to  th e  a u th o r 's  opinion of those  who a re  in 
b us iness  fo r  a living: Dullman says, "For th e  old Fellows, th e ir
b us iness  is  Usury, Extortion, and underm ining young Heirs." 
Timorous replies, "Then for young Merchants, th e i r  Exchange is the  
T avern, th e i r  W are-house th e  Play-house, and th e i r  Bills of Exchange 
Billet-Douxs, w here to sup  with th e ir  Wenches a t  the  o th e r  end  of the  
Town" (4: 253). Behn excoriates m erchan ts  fo r  committing th e  
dead lies t  sin in he r  eyes, adu lte ra t ing  m arriage with b us iness  as they  
wed young women primarily fo r  th e i r  fo r tu n es .  In play a f te r  play,
Behn emphasizes th e  a lacrity  with which businessm en will sacrifice  
th e i r  wives o r  d a u g h te r s  to  en rich  them selves. Typical of th e  breed  
is S ir  Cautious Fulbank in The Lucky Chance (1686) who ag rees  to le t  
h is  wife lie with Gayman to  avoid paying his rival a gambling debt: 
when his wife a sk s  him what he has lost, he says , "A Bauble—a 
Bauble—!tis  not fo r  what I 've  lo s t—b u t  because  I have not won—" (4: 
258). The g reed y  old man then  en d s  th e  ac t  with a speech  abou t how 
m erchan ts  make money off th e i r  wives: "His Wife's c rack 'd  Credit
keeps his own e n t ire "  (4: 259).
In Behn's The Citv Heiress (1682), however, we g e t  th e  defin itive 
p ic tu re  of Behn's a t t i tu d e  not only tow ards  m erchants, b u t  also 
tow ards  "citizens"; h e r  unsym pathetic  c h a ra c te rs  a re  usually  both. 
For example, in The Citv Heiress, th e  g rasp in g  old City merchant, S ir  
Timothy, is  compared unfavorably  to his rak ish  nephew and heir, Tom 
Wilding. Not coincidentally, th e  form er is a Parliamentarian, th e  la t te r  
a Royalist. Indeed , Otway's Prologue to th e  play r e fe r s  to th e  fac t  
th a t  th e  defeated  Roundheads se tt led  in London w here  they  t r y  to 
play the  "old Game o 're  again" with fools. The conflation of m erchant 
with citizen is a p p a re n t  when Otway says  th a t  th e  Roundheads a re  
"For e v e r  damn'd in dismal Cells, call'd Shops" w here th e y  "chea t and 
damn them selves to g e t  th e ir  Livings" and co n tr ib u te  money to 
"Sham -plots"  (2: 201-202). Many of Behn's an tagon is ts  a re  City 
aldermen o r ju s t ic e s  of the  peace, and sh e  goes ou t of h e r  way to 
dep ic t  them as  hypocritically  sanctimonious and treasonous . She 
accuses  th e  citizen of cheating  th e  c o u r t ie r  of his e s ta te  in rev en g e  
fo r  the  la t t e r ’s  cuckolding him "till rich  enough to  m arry his
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D aughter to  a Courtier, again g ives  him all—unless  his Wife’s ov e r­
g a llan try  b reak s  him."5 Behn also re se rv e s  much animus fo r  what she  
sees  as  p resum ptuous  social-climbing by those  who have acquired  
wealth th ro u g h  trad e .  As Tom Wilding p u ts  i t  in The Citv Heiress. 
"[N]othing woos a  C ity -F o rtune  like th e  hopes of a  Ladyship" (2: 242). 
Behn parod ies  th is  overw eening ambition to  jump c lass  b a r r ie r s  in The 
False Count (1681). Isabella, a  City m erchan t 's  d a u g h te r ,  re fu ses  to 
m arry  a n o th e r  m erchant because  she  th in k s  h e r  beau ty  and wealth 
d e se rv e  a title . When she  te lls  Francisco, "Why, Father, th e  Gentry 
and Nobility now -a-days  f req u e n t ly  m arry  Citizens [sic] D aughters,"  
he replies:
Come, come, M istress, I g e t  by th e  City, and  I love and honour the  
City; I confess ’t is  th e  Fashion now -a-days, if a Citizen g e t  b u t  a 
little  Money, one g e ts  to building Houses, and b r ick  Walls; ano ther  
must buy an Office fo r  his Son, a th ird  hoists  up his D augh ter 's  
Topsail, and f lau n ts  i t  away, much above h e r  breeding; and th ese  
th in g s  make so many break, and cause  th e  decay of Trad ing  (3: 116).
Significantly , th e  hau g h ty  Isabella  is pun ished  by m arry ing  a
chim ney-sweep u n d e r  th e  mistaken im pression he is a lord . Not only
a re  c it izens’ d a u g h te r s  t a r g e t s  fo r  s a t i re  in Behn's  works, b u t  th e i r
wives are , too. The suscep tib il i ty  of "City Wives" to the
blandishm ents  of young gentlemen in need of a meal t ic k e t—usually
a you n g er  b ro th e r—was a commonplace in Restoration and e ig h te en th -
c en tu ry  comedy. Much comic mileage was gained by sly  re fe ren ces  as
to how b r isk  young gallan ts  se rv ed  th e  often old and feeble  citizen
by provid ing  him with he irs  in r e tu rn  fo r  th e  financial s u p p o r t  of the
la t t e r 's  wife. Similarly, as s u g g es ted  by S ir  Cautious F u lbank 's
re fe ren ce  to a  m erchan t 's  "Wife's c rack 'd  Credit,"  jokes  were made as
to how th e  citizen owed his custom ers to  his wife’s  "commodities." We
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find all th e se  s te re o ty p e s  in Behn's plays, including  h e r  sca th ing  
p o r t r a i t  of City Wives' "o v e r -g a l la n try "  as  they  t r y  to ape  the  
fashionable.
While th e re  a re  similar c h a ra c te r  ty p e s  in C entliv re 's  works,
du r in g  the  cou rse  of h e r  c a ree r  sh e  d isca rded  Restoration cliches in
favo r  of a more balanced view of th e  c lasses , especially  in he r
depiction of the  m erchant. The u n sc rupu lous , g ra sp in g  businessman
is  still p re se n t  in h e r  p lays b u t  usually  as a f a th e r  o r  guard ian ; he r
m erch an t-h u sb an d s  a re  more jealous than  acquisitive . Indeed, John
Loftis goes so f a r  as to a s s e r t  th a t  in C en tliv re 's  plays " th e re  is no
sugges tion  of social r iva lry  between m erchan t and gentlemen" and
points ou t th a t  S ir  Toby in Love's C ontrivance  (1703), a lecherous  and
miserly m erchant of th e  Restoration s te reo ty p e ,  is  re jec ted  "because
of his personal qualifications and his age  r a th e r  than  his  social
s ta tu s ." 6 If  any th ing , Centlivre  seems to  t ip  th e  scales toward her
hard -w ork ing  h u sbands . For example, in Mar-Plot (1710), the
m erchant, Don Perr ie ra , is  not as foolish as o th e r  old h u sb an d s  and
is  not as c lass-consc ious as his b ro the r- in - law , th e  a r is to c ra t ic  Don
Lopez, who tak es  ev e ry  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  tell Don P e rr ie ra  he is  not
w orthy of the  noble family he has m arried into. Furtherm ore , Don
Lopez is p o r tray ed  as  violent and b lo od th irs ty  while Don P e rr ie ra  is
moderate and reasonable. In the  following exchange between S ir John
Freeman and Colonel Fainwell in C en tliv re 's  The Artifice (1722), th e
au th o r  questions  th e  a r is to c ra t ic  va lues Behn tak es  fo r  g ran te d  and
a t  th e  same time valida tes  those  of th e  p ractical-m inded businessman:
S ir John: Honour's a Commodity not among th e  M erchants;
th e re  is no Draw-back upon 't .
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Fainwell: T ha t 's  a Mistake, Sir John: I have known a  Statesman
pawn his Honour as  often as  M erchants e n te r  th e  same 
Commodity fo r  Exportation: and like them, draw i t  back so 
cleverly , th a t  those  who give him C redit upon 't ,  never 
perceiv 'd  i t  'till th e  G reat Man was ou t of Post.
S ir 'Jo h n :  Honour's a  s ta le  Cheat.
Fainwell: I t  may pass  a t Court, o r  a t  th e  G room -Porter's; b u t  no
Citizen will lend a Shilling upon it. (3: 6)
While th e  c lass  lines  seem b lu r red  between m erchants  and 
gentlemen in C en tliv re 's  la te r  works, h e r  d is tinc tion  between 
businessm en and "citizens" is  clear. For one th ing , she  is not as 
rab id  abou t the  City and i t s  den izens  as  Behn is; most of he r  plays 
tak e  place in London and  fe a tu re  even  titled  men in business . As 
might be expected, h e r  unsym pathetic  c h a ra c te rs  a re  Tories b u t  she 
does not tie  them to London as Behn does he r  political enemies nor 
does she emphasize th e  City as a hotbed of sedition and i ts  c itizens 
de facto t ra i to rs .  T here  is  no conflation of m erchant with citizen as 
th e re  is in Behn's canon: Centlivre  p o r t r a y s  the  wealthy f inancier as
clearly  d is t in c t  from a shopkeeper. Thus, she  can co n s tru c t  
respec tab le  businessm en and still g e t  comic mileage ou t of satiriz ing  
th e  e ffo r ts  of th e  ig n o ra n t  lower c lass  to pass  them selves off as th e ir  
social su p er io rs .  A case  in point is  Mrs. Sago, a  d r u g g is t 's  wife, in 
The Basset-Table (1705), who has been having an a ffa ir  with Sir James 
Courtly and stealing  h e r  h u s b a n d 's  money to gamble with the  
fashionable  Lady Reveller. When h e r  husband  is  a r re s te d  fo r debt, 
Mrs. Sago renounces  h e r  a ttem pts  to live in th e  fa s t  lane and 
promises to " take  up with City Acquaintance, rail a t  th e  Court, and 
go Twice a Week with Mrs. Outside to  P in -m akers-ha ll" (1: 62). The 
d isas te r  th a t  befalls Mrs. Sago and h e r  hapless  husband  is typical of
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th e  punishm ent Centlivre  in fl ic ts  on social-clim bers in h e r  works. As 
mentioned ear lier , she  is  even more v iru le n t  tow ards wealthy women 
who want to m arry  a  t i t le  than  is Behn so i t  is  not s u rp r is in g  th a t  
we also find th e  same jo k es  about City Wives and young gentlemen in 
h e r  comedies as we do in Behn's. However, in many cases, th e  male 
citizen in C en tliv re 's  p lays can give as good as he g e ts  when 
confron ted  by h is  social superio r .  In th e  following exchange between 
a d isguised  Colonel Fainwell and Tradelove, a c h an g e -b ro k e r ,  in 
C entliv re 's  A Bold S troke  fo r  a Wife (1718), th e  form er emerges 
v ic torious b u t  not before  th e  la t te r  g e ts  his licks in. Fainwell tells 
Tradelove his b u s in ess  is  th a t  of a  gentleman, and the  c h a n g e -b ro k e r  
responds:
Tradelove: That is  to say, you d re s s  fine, feed high, lie with ev ery
Woman you like, and pay y o u r  S u rgeon 's  Bills b e t te r  than 
y o u r  Taylors o r  yo u r  Butchers.
Fainwell: The Court is  much oblig 'd to you, Sir, fo r  y o u r  C haracter
of a  Gentleman.
Tradelove: The Court, Sir! What wou'd the  Court do w ithout us
Citizens?
Fainwell: Without y o u r  Wives and D aughters  you mean, Mr.
Tradelove? (3: 22)
I t  is worth noting he re  th a t  even as Centlivre  employs Restoration
cliches, she does so with a d ifference; h e r  titled  c h a ra c te rs  a re  also
satir ized  fo r th e i r  vices to an even g re a te r  and more ironic  d eg ree
than  they  a re  in Behn's  works. The la t t e r  r e s e rv e s  th e  w ors t  of he r
poisoned d a r t s  fo r  m erchan ts  and citizens, usually one en ti ty  with
her, while C entlivre  s t r ik e s  a  balance in h e r  sa tir ical a t tacks ,
d ispens ing  vitriol with an even hand to  th e  h ighborn  as  well as  the
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middle c lass, which is  clearly  d is t ingu ished  from i ts  w orking-class  
b re th re n .
C en tliv re 's  more critical s tance  toward th e  u p p e r  c lass  is also 
a p p a ren t  in her portrayal of th e  "fashionable  lady of society" 
ch arac te r .  Like Centlivre, Behn sa tir izes  th e  em ptiness and hypocrisy  
of fashionable  m arriages of convenience b u t  while h e r  descrip tions  of 
"fashionable" life poke fun a t  adu lte rous  wives and even compare 
them to  p ro s t i tu te s ,  th e i r  infidelity  is  more a sou rce  of la u g h te r  in 
th e  plays than  a ser ious  a ttem pt a t  moral criticism. In Behn's Sir 
Patien t Fancy (1678), Lodowick's detailing of L ucre tia 's  life should she 
m arry  th e  old and g reed y  co u n try  knight, S ir  Credulous Easy, is 
typical of Behn's somewhat l ig h th ea r ted  a t t i tu d e  tow ards  adu lte rous  
ladies of fashion:
Lod. Beginning a t  Eight, from which down to Twelve you ough t to 
employ in d re ss in g ,  till Two a t  Dinner, till Five in Visits, till 
Seven a t  th e  Play, till Nine i ' th 'P a rk ,  Ten a t  S u p p e r  with yo u r  
Lover, if you r Husband be not a t  home, o r  keep his d istance,
which h e 's  too well b red  not to do; then  from Ten to Twelve a re
the  happy Hours th e  Bergere, those  of in t i r e  [sic] Enjoyment.
Isab. Well, Sir, what m ust sh e  do from Twelve till Eight again?
Lod. Oh! those  a re  th e  dull Conjugal Hours fo r  sleeping with he r
own Husband, and dreaming of Joys  h e r  a b se n t  Lover alone can 
give her. (4: 22)
Behn's main satirical point is  th a t  tu rn in g  a  blind eye  to a spouse 's  
un fa ith fu lness  is  considered  good breed ing . Indeed , in Behn's 
posthumously produced  comedy, The Younger B ro ther (1696), Mirtilla, 
who is Lady B lunder’s dau g h te r- in - law , is en te r ta in in g  George, a 
w ould-be lover, when Lady B lunder comes to  tell h e r  h e r  husband  is
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coming. When she  sees  how h e r  so n 's  wife is  amusing herself , she 
te lls  Mirtilla she  will delay h e r  son until Mirtilla is "more a t  le isure ."  
When George ex p re sses  amazement a t  th is  development, Mirtilla 
rem arks, "She 'd  sooner pimp fo r  me, and believe i t  a  p a r t  of good 
Breeding" (4: 346). However, even though  th e re  is  some implied
criticism, none of Behn’s fashionable  lad ies  a re  really punished  fo r  
th e i r  roaming, p e rh ap s  because th e  w ri te r  is  more in te re s ted  in 
ind ic ting  the  fo rced -m arr iage  system  than  individuals . She holds th e  
form er responsib le  fo r  th e  s t ra y in g  of th e  la t te r .
Not so with Centlivre. Her plays fe a tu re  several wealthy widows 
of nobility whose promiscuity cannot be blamed on u n p leasan t
h u sb an d s .  Not only do h e r  p lays contain more re fe ren ces  to
fashionable  ladies than  do Behn's b u t  th e y  have more bite to them. 
Centlivre  cas tiga tes  ladies  of society  fo r  th e i r  p ropensity  to gossip 
and gamble b u t  above all, fo r  th e i r  vanity , which is  only fed by
fli r t in g  and making as many co n q u es ts  as  possible. In both The
Gamester (1705) and The Basset-Table (1705), we find two such women, 
Lady Wealthy and Lady Reveller. Both a re  coquettes  whose chief 
d ivers ions  a re  gaming and encourag ing  a tten tion  from e v e ry  man they  
meet desp ite  th e  fac t  th a t  each has a  fa ithfu l lover who des ires  
honorable marriage. In The Gamester. Lady Wealthy is  so vain and 
selfish th a t  she  plans to steal h e r  s i s te r 's  lover simply fo r the  
challenge he poses. The sophistica ted  Lady Reveller in The B asset-  
Table is warned by h e r  cousin, Lady Lucy, th a t  h e r  immodest 
behavior tow ards  men will ru in  h e r  repu ta tion ; however, th e  proud 
Lady Reveller is  u n re p e n ta n t  and proclaims h e r  de ligh t in being a
s u b je c t  of gossip. Both Lady Wealthy and Lady Reveller a re  shocked 
in to  p ro p e r  feminine submission to th e i r  re sp ec tiv e  s u i to rs  by c lever 
s tra tagem s. The la t t e r 's  ru d e  awakening especially  re so n a te s  with 
echoes of Behn's analogy between "fashionable" wives and p ro s t i tu te s .  
S ir  James Courtly p re te n d s  to rape  a re lu c ta n t  Lady Reveller, even 
offering he r  money fo r  h e r  favors , and citing  h e r  indiscrim inate  
a t t i tu d e  tow ards  men as  th e  reason he th in k s  he can ge t away with 
th e  deed. Thus, what Behn only implies in go o d -n a tu red  jokes  about 
ladies  of society , Centlivre makes m anifest in action, and action which 
does not condone "fashionable" prom iscuity . As can be seen from the  
two cases  j u s t  cited, none of C en tliv re 's  women, of any ran k  or 
marital s ta tu s ,  a re  allowed to f lau n t  th e  moral laws of ch as t i ty  and 
"modesty" w ithout sev e re  re tr ibu tion .
Also, Centlivre u ses  s e rv a n ts  su b tly  to c r i t iq u e  the  a r is to c ra t ic  
values Behn accep ts . S e rv a n ts  a re  much more prom inent in 
C en tliv re 's  canon, often being involved in subp lo ts  of th e i r  own. 
While C entliv re 's  maids and valets  resemble Behn's in th e i r  g reed , 
cunning  and ta le n t  fo r  deceit, Centlivre seems to emphasize o v e r  and 
ov e r  again those  qualities. F u r th e r ,  h e r  s e rv a n ts  take  a much more 
active  p a r t  in th e  in t r ig u e s  of th e i r  em ployers than  Behn's do, often 
being th e  in s t ig a to rs  of the  plots designed  to fu r th e r  th e  in te r e s t s  
of th e ir  su p er io rs ,  as well as th e  means by which those  plans a re  
accomplished. Since th is  often involves morally questionable  behavior 
such  as b r ib e ry  o r  blackmail, Centlivre sh i f ts  such  shady  actions onto 
th e  s e rv a n ts  as a  means of keeping h e r  major c h a ra c te rs '  hands 
clean; hence, th e  g re a te r  prominence of employees in h e r  canon as
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compared to  Behn's, whose leads  a re  not so squeamish. Similarly, 
C en tliv re 's  se rv in g  people a re  much more ou tspoken  than  Behn's; 
especially  th e  la d y 's  maids who a t ten d  the  hero ines  and  f req u en tly  
scold ty rann ica l f a th e r s  and h u sb an d s  in no u ncer ta in  term s while 
th e i r  m is tresses  s tan d  by in silence. Again, s ince  such  behavior in 
a dutifu l d a u g h te r  o r  wife would be impossible in th e  moral world of 
C entliv re 's  comedies, in fe r io rs  a re  chosen to en ac t it. Thus, the  
au th o r  uses  menials as a means of keeping t r u e  to  th e  dictum she 
re i te ra te s  in play a f te r  play, th a t  those  of noble b ir th  should act 
nobly and s e t  an example fo r  th e  lower o rd e rs .  Centlivre also uses 
s e rv a n ts  to u n d e rc u t  th e  p re ten s io n s  of h e r  less  sym pathetic  
c h a rac te rs .  In scenes  in which a leading c h a ra c te r  is eulogizing 
something o r a ttem pting  to p e rsu ad e  someone to do something, th e ir  
rhe torica l ecs ta s ie s  o r  mendacious b landishm ents  a re  counterpo in ted  
a t ev e ry  tu rn  by a s e r v a n t ’s honest  in te rp re ta t io n  of his o r  he r  
em ployer's  speech. For example, in The Gamester (1705), the  t i tu la r  
c h a rac te r ,  Valere, is  s inging  th e  p ra ises  of gambling—its  supposed  
v ir tu es .  His valet, Hector, c o u n te rs  each declaration with th e  t r u e  
n a tu re  of th e  "v ir tue" :
Val. In sho rt ,  th e re  is  an Air of Magnificence i n ' t—a Gamester's
hand is  th e  Philosopher 's  Stone th a t  t u r n s  all i t  touches  in to  
Gold.
Hec. And Gold in to  nothing.
Val. Our Engagem ents a re  not so T e rr ib le ,—with us revenge  
reaches  no f a r th e r  than  th e  Pocket.
Hec. No more d o n 't  a Highway Man,—and y e t  th e  World th in k s  both 
Lives equally  immoral. (1:36)
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So, C entlivre 's  s e r v a n ts  not only p rovide  ironic commentary on th e  
real qualities of th e i r  em ployers and th e i r  world, b u t  they  also 
function as a ty p e  of ch o ru s  provid ing  a norm by which th e  sp ec ta to r  
can ju d g e  th e  actions of th e  ch arac te rs-  Behn's maids and va le ts  a re  
not so privileged, b u t  then  Centlivre  is c r i t iqu ing  a r is to c ra t ic  sac red  
cows th a t  h e r  p red ecesso r  took fo r  g ran ted .
Morality
C entliv re 's  more critical s tance  toward th e  Restoration 
s te reo ty p es  Behn valorized is p a r tly  a re su l t  of h e r  acceptance  of 
neoclassic rules; namely, th a t  p lays were meant to be moral exemplars. 
Here, however, we m ust be v e ry  careful to d is tingu ish  between the  
actual prac tice  of th e  two women and th e i r  re sponses  to criticism of 
th e  supposed  immorality of th e i r  comedies. Both p layw righ ts  primarily 
w rote  to please th e i r  re sp ec tiv e  audiences so th a t  th e  n a tu re  of those  
audiences presum ably  affected th e i r  works, a topic we will p u rsu e  in 
an o th er  chap te r .  In fact, something must have occurred  between 1673 
and 1681, because Behn goes from a sse r t in g  th a t  p lays were merely 
meant to e n te r ta in  to ins is t ing  on th e  usefu lness  of drama to teach 
morality. For example, in he r  "Epistle to th e  Reader" in The Dutch 
Lover (16731. Behn a t ta ck s  u n iv e rs i ty  le arn ing  and neoclassic ru le s  as 
useless, declaring th a t  plays were meant fo r  en te r ta in m en t and not 
some high moral p u rp o se  o r  ser ious  s tu d y :  "I take  i t  Comedie was
n ev er  meant, e i th e r  fo r a converting  o r  a  conforming Ordinance" (1: 
223), and she th in k s  i t  su ffic ien t to ad h e re  only to "making [plays] 
pleasant, and avoiding of scu r r i l i ty "  (1: 224), ridiculing those  who 
would s tu d y  them. S u b seq u en t pro logues  and epilogues of h e r  plays
accuse  o th e rs  of cheating  th e  public by se tt in g  th e i r  p lays up as
high a r t  and a s s e r t  th a t  she  h e rse lf  makes no such  claimj as  sh e  is
only aiming to amuse. She also a t ta ck s  those  who would confine plays
to  neoclassic ru le s  and  in d ic ts  th e  aud ience  i tse lf  of "d e th ro n in g "  th e
"Monarch Wit" so th a t  any th ing  may pass  fo r  c lever  comedy. But at
th e  end of th e  prologue to The Rover P a r t  II (1681), severa l lines
declare  how beneficial drama was fo r  governm ents  and people in th e
past; drama, in fact, was im portan t enough to be p ro tec ted  by laws
(1: 115-116). While h e re to fo re  Behn has mentioned th e  value and
usefu lness  of plays, here  sh e  o ffers  a more s tro n g ly  emphasized
leitmotif in which h e r  e a r l ie r  ambivalence about th e  p u rp o se  and use
of drama g ives way to a conviction th a t  th e a t re  can indeed  be a
helpful tool. She explicitly s ta te s  as  much in he r  dedication of The
Lucky Chance (1686) in which sh e  calls p lays "one of th e  most
essen tia l P a rts  of good Government" and writes:
Cardinal Richelieu, th a t  g r e a t  and wise Statesm an, said, 
That th e re  was no s u r e r  Testimony to be given  of the  
f lourish ing  G reatness  of a S ta te , than  publick  P leasures  
and D ivertisem ents—for th ey  are, says  he—th e  Schools of 
Virtue, w here  Vice is  always e i th e r  p u n is h 't  o r  d isdain 'd . 
They a re  s e c re t  In s tru c t io n s  to  th e  People, in th in g s  th a t  
' t is  impossible to in s inua te  in to  them any o th e r  Way. 'Tis 
Example th a t  p reva ils  above Reason o r  DIVINE PRECEPTS. 
(Philosophy no t unders tood  b y  th e  Multitude;) ' t i s  
Example alone th a t  in s p ire s  Morality, and b e s t  e s tab lish es  
Virtue, I have my self known a Man, whom n e ith e r  
Conscience nor Religion cou 'd  p e rsu ad e  to  Loyalty, who 
a t beholding in o u r  T hea tre  a Modern Politician s e t  fo r th  
in all his Colours, was conver ted , renounc 'd  his  opinion, 
and qu it ted  th e  Party . (3: 183)
Thus, Behn made no s e c re t  of h e r  contem pt fo r  neoclassic ru les , which
sh e  tended  to igno re  in h e r  plays, b u t  found herse lf  having reco u rse
to them to ju s t i fy  h e r  profession.
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Like Behn, Centlivre  was aware of Aristotelian p rinc ip les  but, 
unlike h e r  p red ecesso r ,  she  does not re je c t  them ou t of hand. 
Rather, in h e r  p reface  to Love's Contrivance (1703), sh e  modestly 
concedes the  im portance of the  unities  and o th e r  neoclassic ru le s  b u t  
s ta te s  h e r  belief th a t  th e  Town would r a th e r  have wit and humor, 
which she  herse lf  p re fe rs .  Like Behn, she  admits to not playing by 
th e  ru les  b u t  she  ta k es  re fuge  in th e  moral p u r i ty  of h e r  l i te ra ry  
e ffo rts ,  a s s e r t in g  th a t  she  "took peculiar Care to d re s s  my T hough ts  
in such  a modest S ta te , th a t  i t  might not g ive offence to any"  (vol. 
1). There  is no ambivalence toward th e  p u rp o se  and utility  of drama 
in C entlivre’s l i te ra ry  declara tions as th e re  is  in Behn’s. In h e r  
dedications of both The Gamester (1705) and The Basset-Table (1705), 
fo r  example, Centlivre s ta te s  he r  in ten tion  to  expose th e  ev ils  of 
gaming since th e  f i r s t  in te n t  of plays is  to  recommend morality (vol. 
1). Despite he r  p ro te s ta t io n s  of v ir tu o u s  goals, Centlivre, like Behn, 
sp en d s  much of h e r  time defending  the  usefu lness  of p lays and 
responding  to ch a rg es  of immorality.
Behn's re jection  of the  morality a sp ec t  of neoclassicism v e r s u s  
C en tliv re 's  equivocal acceptance  of i t  is  manifested in each woman's 
adherence  to th e  dictum th a t  th e  good be rew arded and th e  evil 
punished  a t  the  p lay 's  conclusion. We have a lready  seen how Behn’s 
ad u lte ro u s  wives and cuckolding rak es  a re  ultimately tr iu m p h an t over 
fa th e r s  and husbands , who them selves a re  not severe ly  "pun ished ,"  
except in a few in s tan ces ,  often accepting  an he re to fo re  objectionab le  
so n -  o r  d a u g h te r - in - law  or, in the  case  of husbands , adopting  the  
l ib e r t in e  l ifes ty le  of th e i r  young rivals. This is  no t th e  case  in
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C entliv re 's  canon: w ould-be female a d u l te r e r s  a re  invariab ly  punished  
or f r ig h ten ed  in to  fidelity  while p ro sp ec tiv e  cucko lders  o r  confirmed 
rakes  a re  transfo rm ed  in to  honorable  h u sb a n d s  before  being awarded 
a spouse. Centlivre  also co n fe rs  h a r s h e r  pun ishm ents  on h e r  villains, 
usually  fa th e r s  o r  g u a rd ian s  who exit a t  th e  final cu r ta in  vowing 
revenge  on d isobed ien t o ffsp r ing . Her h u sb an d s  a re  "pun ished"  
somewhat by being th e  t a r g e t s  of plots b u t  they  a re  n ev e r  cuckolded 
and remain in full possession of th e i r  wives.
There  also seems to  be a d ifference  in what each woman 
conside rs  vice. The element of social s a t i r e  is  s t ro n g  in Behn's works 
w here th e  Deadliest Sin is lack of "wit" in both sen se s  of th e  word: 
in te lligence  and c lever rep a rtee .  Behn re s e rv e s  h e r  animus fo r  those  
who do not behave ap p ro p r ia te ly  fo r  th e i r  age, s ta tu s  o r  native 
in telligence. Thus, we g e t  sea ring  p o r t r a i t s  of lecherous  old 
husbands , City m erchan ts  who live beyond th e i r  s ta tion  and assin ine  
fops t ry in g  to  pass  them selves off as "men of p a r ts ."  Invariab ly , 
th e se  f ig u re s  a re  chea ted  and humiliated by th e i r  more c lever and 
resourcefu l enemies.
On th e  o th e r  hand, Centlivre  decla res  "humor" to be he r  
ob jective  in va rious  works r a th e r  th an  sa t i re .  Her opinion is  
exp ressed  in th e  prologue of The Artifice (1722) by "Mr. Bond," who 
begs  th e  aud ience 's  indu lgence  fo r  th e  a u th o r 's  lack of wit: " If  she
y o u r  Taste in Plot, and Humour hit: /  Plot. Humour. Business, form th e  
Comick Feast; /  Wit's b u t  a  h ig h e r - re l ish 'd  Sauce , a t  best; /  And 
w here too much, like Spice, d e s t ro y s  th e  Taste" (vol. 3). Thus, we 
find a somewhat g e n t le r  t rea tm en t of fops  like Mar-Plot and jealous
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h u sb an d s  in C en tliv re 's  canon; he r  f u r y  falls upon ad u lte ro u s  wives, 
vain lad ies  of fashion, gaming a r is to c racy  and ty rann ica l  fa th e rs .
Gaming, infidelity  and promiscuity a re  C en tliv re 's  ta rg e ts ,  not 
a  lack of social g races , so i t  is  not s u rp r is in g  th a t  we find more 
explicit moralizing in th e  la te r  p lay w rig h t 's  works. Rarely in Behn's 
p lays do we find any major c h a ra c te r  pontificating on th e  v i r tu e s  of 
ch as t i ty ,  f idelity  o r  marriage, much le ss  reflecting  on th e  questionable  
moral n a tu re  of his o r  h e r  actions. In C entliv re 's  comedies, however, 
even th e  most hardened  rake  is re spec tfu l  of th e  "awful L ustre  of 
Virtue," w orries  about his  u n fa ith fu lness  and becomes an a rd e n t  
s u p p o r te r  of the  married s ta te .  Thus, we find many fine speeches 
both within and p a rticu la r ly  a t th e  conclusion of C en tliv re 's  plays 
ab o u t th e  v ir tu e s  of matrimony and o th e r  moral is sues . Behn's 
comedies do not contain much prose ly tiz ing , excep t on th e  s u b je c t  of 
loyalty  to th e  king, and usually end  with a dance o r l ig h th ea rted  
epigram.
Consequently, we definitely see  a s h if t  toward a  more middle- 
c lass  morality in C en tliv re 's  works as she  c r i t iq u es  a r is to c ra t ic  values 
and valorizes a more s t r in g e n t  value system  ov e r  th e  l ibe rtine  
philosophy which ch a rac te r iz es  so much of Behn's canon. For 
example, Centlivre  downplays th e  element of sexuality  so prom inent in 
Behn 's  plays; overcoming obstac les  to matrimony rep laces  the  
Restoration "love chase."  Marriage is  sac ro san c t  to  Centlivre, as  a re  
vows, n e i th e r  of which a re  respec ted  by Behn 's  libe rtines . F u r th e r ,  
th e re  is  a  s ign if ican t d iffe rence  in th e  depiction of violence in the  
two women's plays. At le a s t  th i r ty - f iv e  sw ord figh ts  o ccu r  in Behn's
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comedies as opposed to fo u r  in C en tliv re 's , th re e  of which a re  in the  
same play. Behn's  mayhem te n d s  to be potentially  l i fe - th rea ten in g ;  
Centlivre em phasizes comic beatings. Also, most of th e  physical 
conflict in th e  fo rm er 's  w orks o ccu rs  between social equals , noblemen 
o r gentlemen; w hereas, th e  bulk  of th e  bea tings  in th e  l a t t e r 's  usually 
involve a gentleman inflic ting  pun ishm ent on a s e rv an t .  Centlivre 
exhibits  a m iddle-class h o r ro r  of d an g ero u s  violence and p re fe rs  
rational decis ion-m aking—remember th e  b lood th irs ty  Don Lopez and 
th e  m oderate Don P e rr ie ra  in h e r  Mar-Plot (1710)—and she  su b tly  
implies ty ra n n y  on th e  p a r t  of th e  nobility who abuse  th e i r  helpless 
in fe rio rs .
Summary
C en tliv re 's  pronounced  ten d en cy  toward moralizing re s u l ts  in 
s ign if ican t d iffe rences  between h e r  construc tion  of g e n d e r  and th a t  
of Behn's. Behn 's  comedies usually  fe a tu re  two o r  more co n tra s t in g  
couples: one s e t  on marriage, th e  o th e r  engaged  in a ba ttle  of wits
designed  to  co n v er t  th e  p rospec tive  p a r tn e r  in to  consen ting  to  illicit 
sex ( th e  ra k e 's  goal) o r  m arriage ( the  he ro ine 's  goal). A sh a rp  
dis tinction  is made between th e  fa ith fu l male lover, who re sp ec ts  
women and marriage, and th e  h e ro -rak e ,  who values n e ith e r  as sex 
without commitment is  his aim. In C en tliv re 's  works, however, th e  
boundaries  between th e se  two f ig u re s  a re  much more b lu rred .  Unlike 
Behn, Centlivre  d raw s no iron ic  comparison between th e  r a k e 's  scorn  
fo r m ercenary  m arriage and his a lac rity  in accepting  money and g if ts  
from a m istress; in s tead , h e r  heroes  unam biguously confess  th e i r  gold 
d igging , which is  why th ey  a re  b e n t  on honorable m arriage r a th e r
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than  mere seduction. Furtherm ore, while both women's construc tions  
of masculinity emphasize courage  a s  th e  litmus t e s t  of manhood, 
Centlivre 's  preoccupation with the  in n a te -v i r tu e -v e r s u s -e m p ty - t i t le  
theme re su lts  in h e r  g re a te r  use of lowborn so ld iers  as heroes who 
a re  used as m outh-pieces fo r  he r  views on patriotism, a  prominent 
p a r t  of he r  L iberty-Loyalty  matrix. The more d idactic  ten o r  of 
C entliv re 's  t rea tm en t of masculinity is  also a p p a re n t  in her 
p ro tagon is ts '  views on honor. While Behn 's  heroes often revel in the  
deceptions they  must p ractice , f req u en tly  th e i r  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  
c o u n te rp a r ts  ex p ress  trep ida tion  and sometimes o u t r ig h t  scorn  fo r the  
lying and the  scheming they  a re  fo rced  to  do as conduct unbecoming 
a gentleman.
We see similar d isp ar i t ie s  between the  two p layw righ ts ' 
construc tions  of femininity. While both women were a t  pains to 
dem onstra te  how th e  u n ju s t  oppression  of th e i r  sex in the  fo rced -  
marriage system compelled women to adop t the  deceitful and 
duplic itous m easures fo r  which m isogynists  excoriated them, Behn's 
heroines enjoy matching wits with th e i r  lovers  o r  husbands; whereas, 
C entliv re 's  reg re tfu l ly  re f lec t  on th e  cunn ing  th e y 'r e  forced to 
p rac tice  more often and more s ince re ly  than  do th e i r  p redecesso rs .  
Indeed, Behn’s sp r ig h t ly  ladies w holehearted ly  take  p a r t  in the  
Restoration "love chase," playing th e  seduction game by male ru les. 
Her hero ines adop t male ideas abou t honor and ac t  as violently as 
th e i r  lovers  do. In co n tra s t ,  such  mannish behavior is  la rge ly  lacking 
in C entlivre 's  hero ines who tend  to be more conventionally "feminine." 
Since seduction is  not th e  is su e  in th e  la te r  w r i te r 's  works, he r
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females depend less  on sexuality  as  a tool of persuasion. 
Furtherm ore , Behn's canon fe a tu re s  women who succumb to sexual 
temptation with impunity, and who re s is t  subord ination  o r actively 
rebel ag a in s t  a  spouse. For C entliv re 's  heroines, however, honor and 
chas ti ty  a re  moral absolu tes, and they  f req u en tly  re fe r  to a h u sb an d 's  
r ig h t  to m astery over his wife. Thus, th e  Restoration p layw right is 
much more sym pathetic  to h e r  m ercenary  wives than he r  successor, 
who has a g re a te r  tendency  to h igh ligh t City widows looking to m arry 
titles.
Finally, Behn's use  of co u r te san s  and whores, who a re  depicted 
as equally  as m ercenary  and promiscuous as th e  rakes, to  make an 
analogy between forced marriage and prostitu tion , is  totally ab sen t  
from C entliv re 's  works. Ins tead , th e  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  p layw righ t 
c rea te s  new roles fo r  women; they  a re  po rtray ed  as in d ep en d en t and 
se lf-suffic ien t, not d e p en d en t  on men fo r  th e i r  livelihood as Behn's 
"professional ladies" are.
Since Aphra Behn's comedies a re  dominated by th e  Restoration 
"ba tt le  of the  sexes," i t  is  not su rp r is in g  th a t  th e  relationship  
between men and women is ta in ted  with d i s t r u s t  and even a little  
hostility. While th e se  qualities a re  not totally lacking in C entlivre 's  
po rtraya l,  h e r  p ro tagon is ts  of both sexes a re  much less  ready  to 
believe the  w orst of th e ir  param ours. Similarly, Behn u n d e rsco re s  th e  
hypocrisy  of both g en d ers  in paying l ip -se rv ice  to " t ru e  love" b u t  
keeping an eye ou t fo r a  profitab le  marriage; whereas, C entliv re 's  
c h a ra c te rs  a re  honest about th e ir  fo r tu n e  hunting . In both canons, 
men accuse  women of sexual hypocrisy , and women ch arg e  men with
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fa ith lessness , b u t  th e  d eg ree  of alienation between th e  sexes is  more 
pronounced  in Behn's works.
While c h a ra c te rs  of both sexes in th e  two women's p lays express  
contem pt fo r  m arriage and a spouse, C entliv re 's  a re  much less  
passionate  in th e i r  opinion. In h e r  comedies we tend  to g e t  deba tes  
abou t th e  benefits  of matrimony, and  th e  hero is  not only converted  
b u t  often en d s  th e  play eulogizing wedlock and wives. Furtherm ore , 
Centlivre lays th e  responsib il ity  fo r  a  successfu l m arriage sq u are ly  
a t  th e  wife's door, while Behn espouses  a view of matrimony as a 
p a r tn e rsh ip  in which each spouse  has equal r ig h ts  and priv ileges, as 
well as  sharing  th e  ta sk  of making th e  union work.
Differences in theme and g e n d e r  construction  also account fo r 
d iffe rences  in th e  way each woman p o r t r a y s  cer ta in  c h a ra c te r  types. 
For example, th e  fop is  much more prom inent in, and germ ane to, 
Behn's plots than  C entlivre 's . Behn ten d s  to emphasize the  
w itlessness  of h e r  fools, b u t  fo r  Centlivre, lack of wit is  not as 
heinous a  sin as lack of democratic p rincip les . Thus, we can see  th a t  
th e  abundance  of fops  in Behn's w orks u n d e rsco re s  h e r  thematic 
preoccupation with social s a t i re  as opposed to C en tliv re 's  moralizing 
on L iberty  and Loyalty.
C entliv re 's  concern  with those  themes is  also manifested in h e r  
depictions of pa ren ta l  f ig u re s  and old husbands . The form er a re  
p o r tray ed  as ru th le s s  to  th e  point of being monstrous, and they  a re  
more im portan t in C en tliv re 's  plays than  in Behn's, w here they  a re  
much more benevolent. The old husband  is  also t re a ted  d ifferen tly  
by th e  two w rite rs .  Behn te n d s  to  emphasize th e  avaric iousness  and
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lech e ry  of h e r  aged h u sb an d s  who a re  invariab ly  cuckolded; whereas, 
th e  c ry ing  sin of C en tliv re 's  is  usually  jealousy , b u t  th ey  a re  much 
more sym pathetic . In C entliv re 's  canon, th e  more ty rann ica l  n a tu re  
of th e  parental f igu re , and th e  more appealing trea tm en t of th e  aged 
husband , u n d e rsco re  th e  w r i te r 's  thematic in te r e s t  in dem onstrating  
an im portan t Whiggish principle: th a t  s u b je c ts  owe loyalty  to a
monarch only as  long as  they  a re  perm itted  to ac t  accord ing  to th e ir  
own consciences.
C entliv re 's  Whiggism is  also a p p a re n t  in h e r  p o rtraya l of the  
m erchant. Behn employs th e  Restoration s te reo ty p e  th a t  dep ic ts  these  
c h a ra c te rs  as g reed y  and d ishonest, and she  confla tes  th e  m erchant 
with th e  "citizen." While C entliv re 's  ear ly  plays contain examples 
along th e se  lines, as h e r  c a ree r  p ro g ressed ,  she  began to  draw a 
much more balanced p ic tu re  of th e  social c lasses. Centlivre  depicts  
h e r  businessm en as honest, hard -w ork ing  and even tit led . Thus, the  
distinction between m erchants  and gentlemen is b lu rred .  Similarly, 
C entliv re 's  t r a d e r s  a re  not lumped to g e th e r  with "citizens"; she 
c learly  d is t in g u ish es  th e  m iddle-class financ ier  from th e  shopkeeper. 
Thus, while Behn sco res  political and class  jokes  off he r  
Parliamentarian m erchan ts /c it izens , Centlivre  dem onstra tes  h e r  more 
democratic principles .
Not only does Centlivre  e levate  m iddle-class ch a rac te rs ,  b u t  also 
middle-class e th ics. This is a p p a re n t  in her depiction of th e
"fashionable" lady  of society. While Behn drew witty  satirical 
p o r t ra i t s  of loveless m arriages of convenience, sh e  nev er th e le ss  
rew arded  h e r  ad u lte ro u s  society lad ies  with lovers . Centlivre,
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however, always pun ish es  h e r  co q u e ttes  fo r  th e i r  immodesty in 
chasing  men, as well as  wives who contem plate ad u lte ry .  Thus, the  
la te r  p layw righ t uses  h e r  fashionable  ladies  not as an indictm ent 
ag a in s t  th e  a r ra n g e d -m a r r ia g e  system  as  h e r  p red ecesso r  does, b u t  
as ob jec t le ssons  te s t ify in g  to  th e  moral ab so lu ten ess  of modesty and 
chas ti ty .
C en tliv re 's  em phasis on morality is  also ev id en t  in h e r  use  of 
s e rv a n ts ,  who a re  much more prom inent in h e r  w orks than  in Behn's. 
C entliv re 's  p ro tag o n is ts  a re  more co n se rv a tiv e  than  Behn's, often 
exp ress ing  u n ce r ta in ty  a n d /o r  dislike fo r  th e  su b te r fu g e  th e y 'r e  
forced to practice . Thus, th e  morally questionab le  behav ior n ecessa ry  
to  conduct an in t r ig u e  is  d isplaced from C entliv re 's  moral exemplars 
onto th e i r  s e rv a n ts .  Furtherm ore , a lthough  Behn occasionally allows 
her  menials to  mock th e i r  su p e r io rs '  p re tensions , the  b u t t  of the  joke 
is  usually a f ig u re  of fun  a lready; w hereas, C en tliv re 's  s e rv a n ts  
sometimes provide  ironic  commentary on a leading ch arac te r .
C entliv re 's  c r i t iq u e  of a r is to c ra t ic  values is p a r t  of he r  
ten d en cy  to use  h e r  comedies as prose ly tiz ing  vehicles. Neither she 
nor Behn, however, really  played by neoclassic ru les . Both were 
forced by c h a rg es  of immorality and obscen ity  to  defend th e  th e a t re  
as  a s i te  fo r  teaching  morality. I t  is  w orth  noting here, though , th a t  
th e  ultimate goal of both women, who, a f te r  all, were professionals, 
was to amuse th e i r  paying  custom ers  so  th a t  sometimes th e i r  avowed 
in ten tion  of teach ing  v i r tu e  th ro u g h  th e i r  p lays has th e  ring  of 
rationalization abou t it.
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Centlivre  a d h e res  much more closely to th e  neoclassic dictum 
th a t  drama should teach e th ics  than  Behn does. For one th ing , Behn 
repeated ly  violates th e  neoclassic law th a t  " th e  good a re  rew arded, 
th e  evil pun ished ."  This s ta tem en t should be qualified, however, by 
noting th a t  what is  "good" and what is  "bad"  mean d if fe ren t  th in g s  
to the  two p layw rights . For Behn a d u l te ry  and  promiscuity a re  not 
as sinful as parental ty ra n n y ,  sexual despotism and lack of wit. Seen 
in th is  light, one could make a case  fo r  Behn's  upholding th e  poetic 
ju s t ic e  principle; however, while superfic ia lly  a t  le a s t  th ese  were the  
values of th e  a r is tocracy , th ey  a re  not r e p re se n ta t iv e  of those  of 
society  a t la rge . Indeed , even as she  sa t i r iz es  middle-class morality, 
Behn abides by some of i ts  ru les.
T here  is no such moral ambiguity in C en tliv re 's  canon. Unlike 
Behn, whose social s a t i re  was la rge ly  d irec ted  ag a in s t  those  who 
lacked wit, Centlivre t a rg e ts  "real"  vices like gaming, infidelity  and 
unchas teness , and th e re  is  no question  as to  who is  rew arded  and 
who is pun ished . The n a tu re  of h e r  morality is d if fe ren t  from Behn's, 
too. In c o n tra s t  to  Behn's  tac i t  accep tance  of th e  value system  of the  
a r is tocracy , Centlivre  c r i t iq u es  what sh e  sees  among th e  nobility as 
decad en t and valorizes m iddle-class v ir tu e s .  Thus, th e re  is no 
sexuality  to  speak  of in he r  plays, and much less  violence.
To conclude, then , while Aphra Behn and  S usanna  Centlivre had 
th e  same destination  in mind—th e  des tru c tio n  of th e  fo rced-m arriage  
system —they  trave led  profoundly  d if fe ren t  pa ths . How and why did 
Behn's l ig h th ea r ted  "love chase"  become C en tliv re 's  "sermon on the
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mount"? The next c h a p te r  will examine th e  lives of th e  two women 
with an eye  toward finding  clues to  th is  m ystery .
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CHAPTER IV 
FROM OBSCURITY TO INFAMY AND BACK AGAIN
"Let me with Sappho and Orinda be /  Oh e v e r  Sacred  Nymph, 
ad o rn 'd  by thee; /  And give my Verses Imm ortality."1 T hus  wrote 
Aphra Behn in h e r  trans la t ion  of Book VI of Abraham Cowley's Six 
Books of Plants published th e  y ear  she  died (1689). This appeal was 
in te rpo la ted  in to  th e  tex t  with th e  marginal note: "The t ra n s la t r e s s
sp eak s  in h e r  own perso n ."2 Im poverished and dying , the  
" t r a n s la t r e s s "  was pleading fo r  recognition of h e r  achievem ents from 
p o s te r i ty ,  a recognition sh e  fe lt  h e r  contem poraries  had denied her. 
U nfortunate ly , eleven genera tions  of c r i t ic s  and scho lars  su b seq u en tly  
consigned  Behn's memory to l i te ra ry  limbo, only r e s u r re c t in g  he r  
gh o s t  to excoriate  h e r  fo r  h e r  supposed  immorality. "A harlo t who 
danced th ro u g h  unc leanness ,"  Dr. Doran's contribution  to th e  colorful 
e p i th e ts  heaped on th e  dead woman, is  typical of th e  critical view th a t  
allowed Behn's life and w orks to s ink  into oblivion. Similarly, 
S usanna  C entliv re 's  life and legacy were, until recen tly , afforded 
sca n t  a tten tion  because  of he r  sex and supposed ly  "immodest" conduct 
in p u rsu in g  a c a ree r  in a "male" profession. Alexander Pope re fe rre d  
to Centlivre  in a 1716 pamphlet as " th e  Cook's Wife in Buckingham 
C ourt."3 Contemporary opprobrium  was a t  leas t  a sign th a t  Centlivre 
was worth a ttack ing ; th e  su b se q u e n t  c en tu r ie s  of scholarly  silence 
re legated  h e r  to a pe rsona  non g ra ta  s ta tu s .  Thus, any  investigation  
in to  th e  b iographies  of th e  two women is  g rea t ly  hampered by the  
d e a r th  of information on them.
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W hatever d iffe rences  th e re  a re  between th e  two p layw rights , 
they  a re  alike in th a t  l i t t le  is  known about e i th e r  until each began 
w riting  fo r the  s tage . Many of th e  available fa c ts  co n tra d ic t  each 
o ther. Worse, in te re s t in g  legends  have  grown up abou t th e  two 
women which may o r may not be g rounded  in reality . Consequently, 
any a ttem pt a t  a  defin itive  b iography  fo r  e i th e r  Behn o r  Centlivre 
means unraveling  a  Gordian knot of t r u th ,  h a l f - t ru th  and fan tasy . 
Fortunate ly , th is  d iscussion  has  no such  p re tensions . What i t  will do 
is p re se n t  verifiable  d a ta  and th e  scholarly  speculation th a t  attem pts  
to make sense  of it, a t  le a s t  in so far  as  th e  ea r ly  y ea rs  of th e  women 
a re  concerned . The lives of both a re  b e t te r  documented once each 
s tepped  in to  th e  public arena. We will begin with an exploration of 
Behn's life, then move to  a consideration of C entlivre 's . The essay  
will conclude with a summary of th e  information p re sen ted .
The "harlo t"
As one of Behn’s b iog raphers , Angeline Goreau, points out, "The 
sea rch  fo r  A phra 's  id en ti ty  . . . must begin with the  recognition of 
th e  paradox th a t  th e  f i r s t  woman to forcib ly  em erge from anonymity 
by claiming an iden ti ty  as a w rite r  has been ren d e red  anonymous by 
h is to ry ."4 I t  w asn 't  until th e  la te  n ine teen th  c e n tu ry  th a t  scholars  
began ser ious  a ttem pts  to  r e s u r r e c t  Aphra and her works. By th a t  
time, most t ra c e s  of h e r  life, especially  th e  ear ly  years ,  were e i th e r  
ob lite ra ted  o r  so en tang led  with h a l f - t ru th  and sh ee r  fan ta sy  th a t  
today  most b iographies  of Behn a re  bodies of speculation s tre tch ed  
across  skele tons  of documented fac ts .  The sad  t r u th  is  th a t  a f te r  
th re e  hun d red  years ,  we still d o n 't  know when o r  w here  Behn was
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born, o r  who h e r  p a re n ts  were. However, modern scho la rsh ip  has 
produced th re e  theories .
The f i r s t  hypo thesis  of Behn’s orig in  is  su p p o r ted  by 
contem porary  s ta tem en ts  and tw e n t ie th -c en tu ry  re search . Indeed, 
many re fe ren ce  w orks accep t i t  as  th e  most likely scenario .5 Except 
fo r  a b rie f  p reface  to  th e  f i r s t  q u a r to  of The Younger B ro ther (1696), 
the  ea r l ie s t  information about Behn's b ir th  and  childhood is  found in 
th e  Memoirs on th e  Life of Mrs. Behn bv a Gentlewoman of her 
Acquaintance p r in ted  in th e  f i r s t  edition of th e  collected Histories and 
Novels (1696).6 As is  the  case with so much of Behn's biography, 
c o n tro v e rsy  continues  ov e r  exactly who w rote  the  Memoirs. Some 
scho lars  believe Charles Gildon, Behn's l i te ra ry  executor, was the  
au thor;  o thers , a  lady whose "modesty" p rev en ted  h e r  from signing 
h e r  name.7 Whoever th e  "Gentlewoman" was, th e  w ri te r  probably  knew 
Behn. Details from th e  Memoirs a re  co rro b o ra ted  in Behn's works, 
pa rticu la rly  her novel Oroonoko. Evidence su g g es ts ,  however, th a t  
p a r ts  of th e  Memoirs a re  inaccura te , p a r t s  s h e e r  fiction. The c rea to r  
of th e  Memoirs does make one s ta tem ent which has proved useful to 
modern commentators. He (or she) w rites  th a t  Aphra "was a 
gentlewoman by b ir th ,  of a good family in th e  c ity  of C an te rb u ry  in 
Kent; he r  f a th e r 's  name was Johnson, whose relation to Lord 
Willoughby drew him, fo r  the  advan tageous  pos t of l ieu ten an t-g en e ra l  
of many isles, besides the  con tinen t of Surinam, from his qu ie t  re t r e a t  
a t  C an te rb u ry ."8 That A phra 's  maiden name was Johnson was never 
con trad ic ted  a f te r  her  death; indeed, i t  was confirmed in ano ther 
contem porary  document. Colonel Thomas Culpepper, a f r ien d  of
Behn's, wrote in his m anuscrip t "A dversaria" th a t  "Mrs. A phra Bhen 
[sic] was born a t  C an te rb u ry  o r  S tu r ry  [and] he r  name was Johnson. 
She was fo s te r  s i s te r  to th e  Colonel [i. e., C ulpepper himself], he r  
mother being th e  Colonel's n u rs e ." 9 Another Behn b iographer, 
Maureen Duffy, has uncovered  an e n t ry  in a baptismal r e g is te r  a t  St. 
Michael's Church, Harbledown, fo r one "Eaffry  Johnson,"  d a u g h te r  of 
Bartholomew and Elizabeth Denham Johnson, who was baptized on 
December 14, 1640.10 Duffy tak es  Colonel C ulpepper 's  asse r tion  a t face 
value and concludes th a t  A phra 's  mother was wet n u rse  e i th e r  to him 
o r h is s i s t e r .11 C ulpepper was born in December 1637, his s i s te r  in 
1640. As a " fo s te r  s is te r ,"  Behn might have been n u rsed  with e ither, 
b u t  th e  la t te r  d a te  seems more likely, given the  baptismal e n t ry  and 
the  chronology of Behn's  la te r  life .12 Angeline Goreau cites  a 
n in e te en th -ce n tu ry  h is to ry  of Surinam th a t  s ta te s  th a t  Lord 
Willoughby appoin ted  a relation of his named Johnson to th e  pos t of 
Lieutenant General of Surinam; said Johnson "took with him his wife 
and ch ildren , and  in th a t  number, an adopted d a u g h te r  A phra ."13 But 
a f te r  she  ra ises  th e  tan ta liz ing  possibility th a t  Aphra was an adopted 
child, Goreau quickly  co n trad ic ts  i t  by pointing out th a t  if Behn was 
low-born, as some scho la rs  believe, she  would never have been 
adopted in to  a p res tig ious  family—unless  Aphra was illegitimate. 
Goreau specu la tes  th a t  Behn might have been th e  "n a tu ra l"  d a u g h te r  
of Lady Willoughby, whose husband  s tayed  fo r  long periods in th e  
West Indies. In such  cases, i t  was custom ary to give the  child to i ts  
n u rse  who was told to  claim i t  as h e r  own. This c ircum stance  could 
help explain an o th e r  m ystery  about Behn. Much la te r  in life, she
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w rites  th a t  sh e  had once been "designed  a nun."  As i t  happens, 
Lady Willoughby was a Catholic a t  a time in England when persecution  
had ren d e red  th a t  religion re la tive ly  r a r e .14 However, un less  o r  until 
o th e r  ev idence is  d iscovered, many ten ta t iv e ly  accep t th a t  A phra was 
th e  d a u g h te r  of Bartholomew and Elizabeth Denham Johnson, b u t  her 
s ta tu s  as a " fo s te r  s is te r"  o r  b a s ta rd  cannot be proven beyond a 
shadow of a doubt.
Another theo ry  of Aphra Behn's o r ig in s  was p u t  fo r th  by 
Edmund Gosse in 1884. Gosse published a marginal note he found in 
a m anuscrip t copy of th e  Countess of Winchilsea’s poems. The 
Countess had w ritten  opposite  a line of poe try  re fe r r in g  to Behn: 
"Mrs. Behn was d a u g h te r  to  a ba rb e r ,  who lived formerly in Wye, a 
little  m arket town . . .  in Kent. Though th e  account of he r  life before 
h e r  works p re te n d s  otherw ise, some p e rso n s  now alive do te s t ify  upon 
th e i r  knowledge th a t  to  be h e r  o rig ina l."15 What g ives weight to th e  
C ountess 's  s ta tem ent is th a t  she  knew Behn personally . Gosse himself 
found an e n try  in th e  parish  re g is te r  a t Wye: "On Ju ly  10th, 1640,
were baptized a t  Wye, Ayfara th e  d a u g h te r  and  P e te r  th e  son of John 
and Amy Johnson."  So convinced was Gosse th a t  he had managed to 
c a p tu re  th e  e lusive  Aphra th a t  in his a rt ic le  on h e r  fo r  th e  Dictionary 
of National Biography he w rote ,"She was th e  d a u g h te r  of John 
Johnson, a b a rb e r ." 16 Goreau, however, ta k es  exception to this , 
pointing ou t th a t  Behn's education was th a t  of a  gentlewoman, not a 
b a rb e r 's  d au g h te r :  "A phra Behn seems to have received, more o r
less , a  conventional gentlewoman's in s tru c t io n :  she  played on th e
flu te , she  says, spoke French, and was 'm is tre ss  of all s o r ts  of p re t ty
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w o rk s .1" 17 ("P re t ty  w orks" re fe rs  to  h an d ic ra f ts  designed  to keep 
idle hands  ou t of troub le .)  Her f u tu r e  l i te ra ry  w orks make i t  c lear 
she  had gone beyond th e  mainly practical education given to  young 
g ir ls  to  p re p a re  them fo r  m arriage and motherhood. Behn must have 
delved in to  h is to ry , philosophy and l i te ra tu re .  She was familiar with 
classical mythology, philosophy, poe try  and drama. A knowledge of 
French, Italian and some Spanish  is ev id en t  in h e r  plays, as well as 
h e r  acquain tance  with l i te ra tu re  in those  la n g u ag es ,18
Furtherm ore , Goreau notes th a t  when Aphra, h e r  mother and 
s is te rs ,  were s tay ing  on Lord Willoughby's plantation in Surinam, th e  
s tew ard  re fe r re d  to them as "ladies" when he wrote a le t t e r  to  his 
employer. In la te r  autobiographical accounts , Behn herse lf  makes i t  
c lear  th a t  in Surinam she  and h e r  family were accorded the  p riv ileges  
en joyed by those  of the  u p p e r  levels of society. Indeed , th e ir  
connection with th e  Willoughby family is  a s trong  th re a d  run n in g  
th ro u g h o u t  most of th e  information we have on Behn. I t  also ap p ea rs  
th a t  Thomas Killigrew, Groom of th e  Bedchamber to Charles II, knew 
A phra 's  mother well.19
A th ird  th eo ry  p u rp o r t in g  to  expose A phra 's  " t ru e  id en ti ty "  was 
advanced  by Montague Summers when he was p rep a r in g  his edition of 
Behn’s w orks (1915). He had an inform ant check  th e  v ic a r 's  e n t ry  
cited by Gosse, and th a t  w orthy  found a major e r ro r :  Her name was 
not Johnson a f te r  all, b u t  "Ayfara, o r  Aphara (Aphra) Amis o r  Amies, 
th e  d a u g h te r  of John and Amy Amis o r  Amies." No mention of "John 
Amis's" occupation is  made.20 However, an Englishman, A. Purv is, 
checked the  burial re g is t ry  a t  Wye and p r in ted  th e  e n t ry  he found
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in Jan u a ry ,  1954: "1640, Afara ye d a u g h te r  of John Amis, Ju ly  ye
16th ."21 This "Afara" would a p p ea r  to  have  died abou t th e  time Aphra 
was being born.
Whichever version  of Behn's  orig in  one chooses to believe, th e  
th re e  accounts  a re  similar in w here  th e y  locate h e r  b ir thp lace . Wye 
and S tu r ry  a re  v e ry  n ear  C an te rb u ry ,  Kent; Harbledown is  only half 
a mile from C an te rb u ry .22 So i t ' s  p robab le  Aphra was born  somewhere 
in th e  v icinity  of C an te rb u ry .  In A ugust 1642, Parliam entarian troops 
were s en t  into Kent to seize supp lies  and p lu n d e r  th e  homes of 
Royalists. They a r re s te d  and imprisoned su sp ec ted  s u p p o r te r s  of th e  
King. Goreau s u g g e s ts  th a t  Behn's adopted  "family" may have been 
among th e  victims, b u t  we d o n 't  know fo r  s u re  who was tak ing  care  
of Aphra a t  th is  time o r what th e i r  politics were. Lord Willoughby 
was a Royalist; his lady, however, once be tray ed  him and his co- 
co n sp ira to rs  to th e  Cromwellians.23 A phra 's  loyalties may have been 
divided, b u t  I believe he r  ear ly  experiences  u n d e r  th e  Commonwealth, 
w ha tever they  may have been, account in some d eg ree  fo r  her  
fe rv e n t ,  life-long devotion to  th e  S tu a r t s .
This dedication to th e  monarchy was p robably  augm ented if, as  
ev idence  seems to indicate, Behn's f a th e r  was appointed L ieutenant 
Governor of Surinam, a  new British colony in South America, in 1663 
by Lord Willoughby. All th a t  we know abou t A phra 's  so journ  in 
Surinam comes from th e  Memoirs and h e r  novel, Oroonoko. about a 
s lave  rebellion th a t  Behn claimed to have w itnessed  herself .  In 
Oroonoko. she  w rites  th a t  h e r  " s tay  was to  be s h o r t  in th a t  coun try , 
because  my fa th e r  died a t  sea, and n ev e r  a rr iv ed  to possess  the
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honor th a t  was d esigned  him."24 A phra 's  family (minus h e r  fa th e r)  
p robab ly  a rr iv ed  in Surinam early  in th e  fall of 1663. They s tayed  
a t  S ir  Robert H arley 's  p lantation, St. Jo h n 's  Hill, and f req u en tly
visited  Parham Hill, Lord W illoughby's plantation. I f  we a re  to believe
Oroonoko. Behn engaged  in ac tiv ities  th a t  must have  shocked th e  few
British women th e re :  "going ou t ' ty g e r -h u n t in g , '  v is iting  savage
Indian t r ib es ,  b e fr iend ing  Negro slaves, and involving he rse lf  in th e ir  
rebellion."25 She was a lready  m anifesting those  qualities  th a t  would 
ch a rac te r iz e  h e r  in h e r  s t ru g g le s  to achieve fame and fo r tu n e  in 
London: b rav e ry ,  a d v en tu ro u sn e ss ,  and a  determ ination to be herself . 
Behn was also w riting; p robab ly  pastoral poe try  and p e rh ap s  h e r  f i r s t  
p lay .26 If  the  colony rum or mill is  to be believed, she  even had time 
to engage  in romantic dalliance with " th e  infamous republican  exile, 
William Scot," ob jec t ive  ev idence  of which is  an allusion to  th e  affa ir  
Major Byam, Deputy Governor of Surinam, made in a le t t e r  to  S ir 
Robert Harley.27 Behn le f t  Surinam sh o r t ly  before  March 14, 1664.
She probably  a r r iv e d  in London a round  th e  middle of May. Behn 
would then  have  been abou t tw e n ty - th re e .  She was unm arried, 
w ithout a  fa th e r  o r  hu sb an d  to s u p p o r t  her. While th e  loss  of her 
f a th e r  perm itted  h e r  more freedom in Surinam than  sh e  would have 
had u n d e r  pa ternal a u th o r i ty ,  i t  also le f t  h e r  w ithout a dowry in an 
age  when a  woman's m arriageability  was calculated in term s of cold 
hard  cash. Time was ru n n in g  ou t fo r Behn. The few a lte rn a t iv es  to 
m arriage fo r  women (p ro s ti tu tio n  o r  menial labor) were un th inkab le  for 
a woman of gentle  b ir th  b u t  a female was considered  p a s t  he r  prime 
a t  tw en ty -five . And th e  "m arriage  m arket"  a t  th a t  time was highly
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competitive, due  in p a r t  to a su p e r f lu i ty  of eligible g irls .  That may 
be why Aphra m arried a man named Behn, probably  a London 
m erchant of Dutch an ce s try ,  between h e r  r e tu rn  to London in 1664 
and 1666, accord ing  to  th e  Memoirs. No rec o rd s  of th e  m arriage have 
em erged, which has led to  speculation th a t  i t  n ev er  occurred  bu t 
Behn's contem poraries  n ev e r  questioned  it, and no ev idence has been 
produced  to th e  c o n tra ry .  The m arriage was of s h o r t  duration , no 
more than  a  y e a r  and a half, and m ust have been ended by Mr. 
Behn's death as d ivorce  was ou t of th e  question  fo r all b u t  th e  
wealthy. A phra’s husband  may have been a victim of the  Great 
Plague which raged  th ro u g h  London fo r  a y ea r  (1665-1666).
Behn h e rse lf  n ev e r  mentioned th e  m arriage so we can only 
specu la te  on what i t  was like. Given h e r  c ircum stances, she  may have 
been a victim of a fo rced  m arriage fo r  profit, a system she  was to 
devote  much of he r  life to a ttack ing . Also, she  re s e rv e s  more
an tip a th y  in h e r  p lays fo r  h e r  City m erchan ts  who m arry young 
women coerced in to  th e  union by avaric ious  and ty rann ical p a re n ts  
than  sh e  does fo r  anyone else. What was bad news fo r  Mr. Behn was 
a s t ro k e  of luck  fo r  Aphra. A re sp ec tab le  married woman would n ever  
have been allowed by a s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  husband  to  work in the  
seamy, sord id  world of th e  London th e a t re .  P erhaps  Behn recognized 
th e  loss  of autonomy m arriage re p re se n te d  a n d /o r  h e rs  was 
unp leasan t  because sh e  n ev er  married again.
A pparently  the  un lucky  Mr. Behn le f t  his widow with li t t le  o r  
nothing in the  way of an in h e r i tan ce  so A phra was once again throw n 
upon h e r  own re so u rces .  This time i t  ap p ea rs  th a t  S ir  Thomas
Killigrew came to h e r  rescue . While Behn was in Surinam, th e  second 
Anglo-Dutch War b roke out, a lthough i t  was not officially declared 
until F eb ruary  1665. Sir Thomas in troduced  Aphra in to  a spying  
netw ork  run  by th e  S e c re ta ry  of S tate , Lord Arlington. Arlington 
wanted to send someone to Holland to  p e rsu ad e  William Scot, son of a 
Parliamentarian, to  spy  fo r England, because  he was an im portant 
member of the  exiled Parliam entarians who were conspiring  to 
overth row  the  S tu a r t  monarchy with th e  help of th e  Dutch. Aphra, 
who had had a "ga llan try"  with Scot in Surinam, seemed an ideal 
cand ida te  fo r  th e  job so in Ju ly  1666 she  found herse lf  in Antwerp 
engaged  in the  dan g ero u s  bus iness  of esp ionage fo r  th e  King. The 
f i r s t  unquestioned  fac ts  in Behn's life concern  h e r  time in Antwerp. 
Among the  official S ta te  Papers, nineteen documents su rv iv e  th a t  
cover th e  period from July  17 th ro u g h  December 26, 1666, and 
d e sc r ib e  in detail A phra 's  activ ities  on behalf of th e  King.20 Her 
le t te r s  make fo r  po ignan t reading . She made con tac t  with Scot and 
managed to p rov ide  valuable information to  Arlington, b u t  h e r  e f fo r ts  
were severe ly  hampered by th e  fac t  th a t  h e r  repeated  pleas fo r  
money to  c a r ry  o u t  h e r  mission fell on deaf ears .  She was reduced  
to selling personal items to maintain h e rse lf  and Scot. When she  was 
summoned home in December 1666, she  had to  borrow the  money fo r 
h e r  passage  back to England from one Edward Butler.
A rriving in London around  May of 1667, Behn found h e rse lf  
unable to  repay  Butler. For more than  a  year, she  unavailingly 
petitioned th e  King to pay th e  d eb t  sh e 'd  in c u rre d  in his serv ice . 
According to S ta te  Papers , she  was in carce ra ted  in d e b to r 's  prison
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tow ards th e  end of 1668. How long she  remained th e re  and why she 
was released a re  unclear, b u t  ev idence  s u g g e s ts  th a t  she  was f ree  by 
the  middle of 1669 "and a t  th e  door of th e  th e a t re  with a p lay ."29 
Angeline Goreau sp ecu la tes  th a t  A phra 's  s t in t  in her official capacity  
as an a g en t  fo r  th e  King, a position unusual fo r  a  woman, and her 
perform ance of h e r  d u tie s  considering  th e  h a rd s h ip s  u n d e r  which she 
worked, may have co n tr ib u ted  to th e  a t t i tu d e  she  expressed  when she 
s ta r te d  to w rite  fo r  th e  s tage . She boldly acknowledged her  work as 
he r  own and claimed th e  r ig h t  to  engage in a "masculine" ac tiv ity .30
The London Behn re tu rn e d  to in 1667 was vastly  d if fe ren t  from 
th e  one sh e 'd  le f t  in 1666. I t  had su ffe red  th e  ravages  not only of 
th e  Great Plague b u t  also th e  Great Fire which had b roken  out 
Septem ber 2, 1666. London was being rebuilt;  so, in a sense, was the  
th ea tre .  Little remained of th e  th e a t re  th a t  had existed before  the  
Commonwealth. P layers  from th e  days  of James I and Charles I were 
dead; most of th e  p layhouses  had been d e s tro y ed  or converted ; few 
w rite rs  of th e  form er age were still writing. A whole generation  of 
Londoners had n ev er  seen a play o r  p layhouse .31 I t  was an 
a tm osphere  ripe fo r innovation. For Behn, th e  two most im portan t 
were th e  in troduction  of a c t re s se s  to th e  public s tag e  and th e  ad v en t  
of th e  professional w riter. With women on th e  s tage , i t  was a logical 
s tep  to have women behind th e  scenes  as well. And p layw rights  were 
s ta r t in g  to dem onstra te  th a t  one could make a  living, a lbeit a tenuous  
one, a t w riting. The old pa tronage  system  was giving way in th e  face 
of the  new custom of a u th o r  "b en e f i ts ."32
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Behn was not th e  f i r s t  female to have a play perform ed on the  
public s tage . A woman named Elizabeth Polwhele seems to have had 
a tra g e d y  called The Faithful Virgins perform ed sometime in th e  1660s 
b u t  i t  was never  published. In 1669, Marcelia; or. The T reacherous 
Friend, a play by one Frances Boothby, was produced  by th e  King's 
Company. Neither woman e v e r  had an o th e r  work produced.
No one knows fo r  certa in  how Behn gained e n t ry  into the  
theatr ica l world of London. One possibility  is th ro u g h  th e  offices of 
Sir Thomas Killigrew, himself a  p layw righ t and holder of the  p a ten t  
fo r  th e  King's Company. I t  also ap p ea rs  th a t  Aphra knew several 
people associated  with the  th e a t re  before  1670, especially  the  
d ram atis ts . In te re s t in g ly ,  i t  was not th e  King's Company who mounted 
her  f i r s t  play b u t  S ir  William D avenant's  troupe , the  Duke's Company, 
which was u n d e r  th e  d irection of Thomas Betterton a f te r  Davenant's  
death in 1668. Betterton may have th o u g h t  a woman p layw righ t would 
be a novel draw ing ca rd ;33 a lte rnatively , Behn may have become 
associated with th e  Duke's Company because of Davenant's  
in troduction  of a c t re s se s .34 W hatever the  case, th e  Duke's Company 
mounted all of Behn 's  plays d u r in g  h e r  lifetime.
Upon h e r  r e tu rn  to London in 1667, Behn had a ttended  exclusive 
perform ances of am ateur th ea tr ic a ls  a t  court,  as well as  o the r 
fashionable  en te r ta inm en ts ,  so i t  seems sh e  had some connections with 
th e  a ris tocracy , such as th e  influential Howard family. (S ir  Robert 
Howard was a principal sh areh o ld e r  in th e  King's Company.) She also 
became acquain ted  with John Wilmot, th e  Earl of Rochester, a leading 
l igh t among the  wits who su rro u n d e d  Charles II and d ic ta ted  what
would pass  as fashionable. By the  time h e r  f i r s t  play prem iered in 
1670, Behn was a lready  f r iend ly  with men who even tua lly  became the  
most prom inent p layw righ ts  and c r i t ic s  of th e  1670s and 1680s. In 
addition to  befriending  new dram atis ts  who made th e ir  d e b u t  around  
the  time sh e  did, such  as Henry Neville (Payne), Edward R avenscroft 
and Thomas Otway, th e  neophy te  had met Dryden and probably  
W ycherley.35 Her c o u r t  and thea tr ica l  connections w ere ve ry
im portan t fo r Behn as the  re la tionship  between those  worlds was 
almost inces tuous . Not only did some of th e  wits them selves write 
plays b u t  also playhouse audiences were la rge ly  composed of co u r t ie rs  
and minor s ta te  officials. I t  was vital fo r  a beg inn ing  p layw righ t to 
earn  th e  approval of influentia l am ateurs  like Rochester who could 
make o r  b reak  a play with one w e ll- tu rned  bon mot. Indeed, 
sometimes th e  in te rven tion  of an es tab lished  p layw righ t o r  powerful 
am ateur was n ecessa ry  to even  g e t  a m anuscrip t  read by a troupe . 
Aphra would also have been aware th a t  to su rv iv e  as  a playw right, 
she  would have to please th is  small c lique who had v e ry  defin ite  
political allegiances. While Behn had a lready  proved h e r  loyalty  to 
th e  King and his su p p o r te rs ,  Elaine Hobby s u g g e s ts  th a t  had her 
politics been d if fe ren t  or le ss  publicly avowed, she  would most 
probably  have been unable to make a l iv in g .36
Not only did Behn have  to be politically c o rrec t ,  she  also had to 
contend with the  fac t  th a t  most of h e r  aud ience  considered  th e  
th e a t re  a g re a t  place to socialize, th e  p lays them selves merely minor 
d is trac t ions . Restoration p laygoers  were notorious fo r being noisy, 
rowdy and hard  to please. To ge t th e i r  a t ten tion  was ha rd  enough,
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to keep i t  almost impossible. P layw rights, whose v e ry  existence  
depended  on th a t  a ll- im portant th ird  day, went to g re a t  le n g th s  to 
give the  public what i t  wanted, no m atter how v u lg a r  o r  a r t is t ica lly  
w orthless. Dramatists were cons tan tly  a ttem pting  to an tic ipa te  the  
ta s te s  of a fickle audience. When Behn was taken  to ta sk  la te r  in he r  
ca ree r  fo r what she wrote, she  defended  h e rse lf  by pointing o u t  she  
simply gave the  Town what i t  wanted in o rd e r  to  su rv iv e .  Unlike the  
few women who had achieved a cer ta in  amount of l i te ra ry  fame, like 
Katherine Philips or the  Duchess of Newcastle, Aphra had no husband  
for encouragem ent o r  financial su p p o r t .  Her v e ry  ex istence depended  
on how well she " read"  he r  audience  and pleased th e ir  jaded  palates.
Apparently , she  did j u s t  th a t  with h e r  v e ry  f i r s t  play. The 
Forced M arriage, a romantic tragicom edy in th e  Beaumont and F le tcher 
trad ition , was produced a t  Lincoln's Inn Fields by th e  Duke's Company 
in Septem ber 1670. I t  had a re spec tab le  run  of six n igh ts .  I t  also 
in troduced  what was to be Behn's  major theme in most of h e r  works: 
the  evils  of the  a r ra n g ed  marriage system  which p u t  economic and 
social fac to rs  ahead of love. Far from p re ten d in g ,  as h e r  l i te ra ry  
forem others  had, th a t  h e r  work was p roduced  w ithout h e r  knowledge 
and consent, Behn s igned  h e r  work and boldly declared h e r  sex in 
he r  prologue and her in ten tion  to scou t "masculine" te r r i to ry .  I t  was 
an im portan t moment in th e  h is to ry  of th e  woman w rite r  in England.
P erhaps  encouraged  by h e r  success , Behn quickly  followed The 
Forced Marriage with a second play, The Amorous P r ince , a n o th e r  
romantic tragicomedy with more emphasis on th e  comedy. I t  was 
produced  a t the  Duke's T hea tre  in Lincoln’s Inn  Fields in F eb ru a ry
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1671. At abou t th e  same time, A phra’s p oe try  was beg inn ing  to be 
c ircu la ted  ou ts ide  h e r  immediate c ircle  of fr iends ; the  modern ed ito r  
of a miscellany f i r s t  published in 1671, The Westminster Drollery, 
a t t r ib u te s  one of th e  poems to her. T here  is also th e  possibility  th a t  
Behn may have been th e  ed ito r  of a  volume of v e rse  published  in
1672. I t  was called The Covent Garden Drollery and a d v e r t ised  as 
"Written by th e  r e f in e d 's t  Witts of th e  Age. And Collected by A. B." 
The book included w orks by Dryden, Wycherley, th e  Earl of Rochester, 
Thomas Killigrew and fo u r  poems by Behn he rse lf  th a t  were p r in ted  
fo r th e  f i r s t  time. Several of Behn's poems also appeared  in the  
miscellany Choice Ai r s  and Dialogues  (1673) along with pieces by 
prom inent poets and p o e ta s te rs  of th e  d a y .37
A phra 's  th ird  play, The Dutch Lover, was perform ed a t  the  
Duke's new th e a t re  in Dorset Garden in F eb ru a ry  1673. I t  was a 
dismal failure. The novelty  of a woman w rite r  had van ished  in the  
realization th a t  Behn fully in tended  to continue  competing with men 
in a "masculine" profession, which was perceived  as a th re a t  not only 
to male d ram atis ts  b u t  to masculine su p e r io r i ty  as well. Critics 
a ttack ed  th e  play so viciously th a t  when it  was published Behn fe lt 
compelled to p re face  the  edition with a leng thy  "Epistle to the  
Reader." In i t  she  a s s e r t s  th a t  while th e  piece was "hugely  in ju red  
in th e  acting ,"  th e  main objection to i t  was the  sex of i t s  au thor. 
She had o v e rs tep p ed  the  bounds of feminine "modesty" and dared , in 
th e  prologue to The Amorous Prince, to take  s ides  in the  ongoing 
l i te ra ry  deba te  ( the  "Ancients" vs. the  "Moderns") over th e  p ro p e r  
form and p u rp o se  of drama. A woman, who had th e  limited education
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accorded  females a t  th e  time, had boldly and publicly voiced her 
opinion in a m atter which was outs ide  h e r  p ro p e r  " sp h e re ."  In the  
"Epistle ,"  Behn defended  h e r  position, which was th a t  of a "Modern," 
by ridiculing as  "academic f r ip p e ry "  th e  so-called " learn ing"  sh e  had 
been denied. She dismissed as p re ten tio u s  and use less  a ttem p ts  to 
reg u la te  a r t  and made i t  c lear she  th o u g h t  th a t  d ram a 's  chief p u rpose  
was en ter ta inm ent,  not th e  "reformation of men's minds o r  m anners."
Not only had h e r  in te lligence  as  a woman been im pugned, b u t  
Behn's morals were called in to  question . In the  minds of her 
contem poraries , a woman who exposed h e rse lf  to public s c ru t in y  was 
li t t le  b e t te r  than  a s trum pet:  "Whore's th e  like rep roachfu l name, as
poe tess—the  luck le ss  tw ins of sham e."38 Behn re sen te d  being 
condemned fo r simply p u rsu in g  a caree r,  and she  made no apologies 
fo r  h e r  p r iv a te  life. She believed the  sexes should have equal sexual 
freedom; still, h e r  behav io r was more c ircum spec t than  th a t  of he r  
fr iends , the  wits. Thus, she  was doubly in d ig n an t  when h e r  plays 
were condemned as  being lascivious. In th e  "Epistle," she  po in ts  ou t 
th a t  they  were no more "baw dy" than  th e  plays w ritten  by men. She 
was s ingled o u t  fo r  condemnation, she  maintains, because  of h e r  sex. 
Accusations of personal immodesty and of writing "obscene" plays 
would dog Aphra fo r  th e  r e s t  of he r  life—and beyond.
The Dutch Lover is a transitional work. Behn was abandoning 
th e  Beaumont and F le tcher trad ition  in favo r of the  in t r ig u e  comedy 
th a t  would even tua lly  become h e r  fav o ri te  genre . Comedy of in tr ig u e  
su ited  Behn's personal ta len ts; "its  many plots  o ffered  a chance  to 
appeal to romance, in tr ig u e ,  m anners, and fa rce  in th e  same play, and
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to indu lge  her in te r e s t  in spec tac le ."39 Besides, sex comedy was 
becoming popular. As Aphra pointed ou t in a  la te r  work (S ir Patien t 
F a n c y ) ,  if the c r i t ic s  who reviled h e r  for w riting  "lewd" plays wanted 
to reform h e r , they  should  f i r s t  reform th e  audience. After all, as  
someone who had to w rite  fo r a living, sh e  only gave h e r  custom ers  
what they  wanted.
After the  fa ilu re  of The Dutch Lover, no w orks in any g e n re  by 
Behn, with one possible  exception, a re  known until Ju ly  1676. {A 
play, The Woman T u rn 'd  Bully (1675), is  sometimes a t t r ib u te d  to h e r  
b u t  no evidence  ex ists  fo r  the  a t tr ib u tio n .)  Despite h e r  defian t 
a t t i tu d e  in th e  "Epistle" to  The Dutch Lover. Behn may have  been 
d iscouraged  enough to w ithdraw  from th e  thea tr ica l  world. Or th e re  
may have been a n o th e r  reason for h e r  th r e e - y e a r  silence. We can 
only specu la te  on h e r  activ ities  d u r in g  th is  period, b u t  i t  seems 
probab le  th a t  sometime in th e  ear ly  o r  middle 1670s, Aphra began  a 
long love affa ir with one John Hoyle, a lawyer. Evidence su g g e s ts  
she had had p rev ious  liasions with William Scot and Je f f re y  Boys b u t  
to ju d g e  by the  le t te r s  and poems she  a d d re ssed  to "J. H,," the  
in ten s i ty  of h e r  love fo r  Hoyle was u n p reced en ted .  John Hoyle "was 
unquestionab ly  a Restoration rake  in l ifes ty le ,"  p a r t  of th e  gay  and 
amoral society of th e  Court and th e  p layhouses: "He was w itty  and
cynical and had th e  repu ta tion  of a l ib e r t in e ."40 T heirs  was a 
tum ultuous re la tionship . Hoyle wanted Aphra to confine h e r  activ ities  
to  him alone and a t  his convenience while he offered  no reciprocal 
fidelity  and fo rbade  h e r  to o b jec t  to h is  a ffa irs .  Behn chafed a t  his 
un fa ir  re s tr ic t io n s  and was deeply h u r t  by his infidelities. He clearly
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had the  u p p e r  hand in th e i r  re la tionsh ip  because  when, like th e  
sp ir i ted  woman she  was, Aphra a ttem pted  to a s s e r t  h e r  independence  
he b ro u g h t  h e r  to heel by withholding his affection. Hoyle's myriad 
sexual exploits included both men and women. Aphra knew he was a 
homosexual; she  ap peared  n e i th e r  to a p p ro v e  nor d isapp rove . In 
F e b ru a ry  1687, Behn's  e r r a n t  lo v e r  was tr ied  fo r  sodomizing a 
pou lte re r .  The g ra n d  ju ry  b ro u g h t  in a v e rd ic t  of igno ram us, and he 
was re leased. The exact chronology of th e  Hoyle/Behn liasion is 
uncerta in , b u t  p robably  i t  was o v e r  by th e  time of Hoyle's a r re s t .  
(He outlived Aphra by th re e  years ,  dy ing  in a knife f ig h t  a f te r  a 
d ru n k e n  brawl in a tav ern .)  Several poems by A phra renounc ing  men 
in general,  and Hoyle in pa r t icu la r ,  reveal h e r  pain and 
disillusionment; one h in ts  th a t  she  may have tu rn e d  to women fo r  
sexual g ratification  in the  la s t  few y e a rs  of h e r  life .41
W hatever e lse Behn was doing in th e  period from 1673 to 1676, 
she  was making a sp lash  in society. Her circ le  of a cq u a in tan ces  had 
grown to encompass all th e  Court wits, leading poets, p layw righ ts ,  
musicians, ac to rs  and a c tre s se s ,  as well as  law yers , doc to rs ,  p a in te rs  
and s tu d en ts .  She had pleased Charles II and won th e  p a tro n ag e  of 
his b ro th e r ,  th e  fu tu re  James II. Dryden liked and encouraged  her; 
S ir  P e te r  Lely painted a p o r t r a i t  of her; Nell Gwyn and Elizabeth 
B arry  were close f r iends . She was widely admired fo r  h e r  b eau ty  and 
wit. She wrote  v e rs e s  to many of h e r  f r ien d s ,  and  th e y  r e tu rn e d  the  
compliment.
When Behn r e tu rn e d  to th e  s tag e  with th e  t ra g e d y  Abdelaze r  in 
Ju ly  of 1676, she  re tu rn e d  with a vengeance. She was e n te r in g  h e r
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most p roduc tive  period in term s of o u tp u t  and  quality . Between Ju ly  
1676 and March 1682, sh e  p roduced  eleven plays known to be h e rs  
and p e rh a p s  th re e  o th e rs .  All b u t  one were p rin ted .  The majority 
of h e r  b e s t  and most well-known plays were mounted d u r in g  th is  five  
and a half y ea r  period .42
Abd e laze r , one of h e r  w orst plays, was a success ,  in p a r t  
because romantic t ra g e d y  was popular. The B etter tons  and Elizabeth 
B arry  took the  leads, and Nell Gwyn b ro u g h t  a la rg e  Court co n tin g en t  
to  see it, th u s  e n su r in g  i t s  popularity . I t  was chosen to be th e  f i r s t  
play to reopen D rury Lane in th e  sp r in g  of 1695.
Again Aphra found herse lf  u n d e r  a ttack , th is  time fo r  plagiarism. 
(Rumors p e rs is ted  th ro u g h o u t  h e r  life th a t  one of h e r  lovers , notably  
John Hoyle, wrote he r  plays.) This was a p a rticu la r ly  u n ju s t  
accusation because  i t  was s ta n d a rd  p rac tice  to rew rite  e a r l ie r  material; 
most Restoration p layw righ ts , inc luding  Dryden, had done it. Usually, 
the  "p lag iary"  was little  more than  using an old plot fo r  a new 
purpose. In fact, th e  only way Behn could w rite  as many plays in 
th e  space  of time sh e  did was to work with old material. What she  
used  she  made h e r  own and often  vastly  improved on the  original. 
Thus, she  b i t te r ly  re sen ted  th is  ch a rg e  and fe lt  th a t  she  was being 
singled o u t fo r  pun ishm ent.43
The d riv ing  force  behind Behn's  e x tra o rd in a ry  o u tp u t  was 
financial necessity . Poetry  paid nothing so playw riting was h e r  only 
means of livelihood. T hat h e r  need was g re a t  is  ev idenced  by the  
fac t  th a t  h e r  fifth play, The Town Fop, followed quickly on th e  heels 
of Abdelazer. which had been p roduced  in Ju ly  of 1676. The Town
1 34
Fop, mounted a t Dorset Garden in Septem ber of th e  same year, marked 
a d is t in c t  d e p a r tu re  fo r  Behn, being p a r t ly  a comedy of in t r ig u e  and 
pa rt ly  one of manners, p resag ing  th e  p a t te rn  of most of th e  p lays to 
follow. The piece was a success; perform ances a re  recorded  as  late  
as November.
Two plays p roduced  in 1677 have  been a t t r ib u te d  to Behn. The 
f i r s t ,  The Debauchee, was produced  a t  th e  Duke's T hea tre  in 
F eb ruary ; the  second, The C ounterfe it Bridegroom, perform ed in the  
fall of the  same year .  In both cases, s tro n g  ev idence  makes i t  
p robab le  th a t  the  p lays a re  A phra 's  b u t  we cannot say fo r c e r ta in .44
However, th e  comedy, The Rover, which deb u ted  in March 1677 
a t Dorset Garden, is  defin ite ly  Behn's. Her most famous su cc e ss  in 
her own time, th e  play is now conside red  one of th e  b e s t  and most 
r e p re se n ta t iv e  of all h e r  comedies. Ironically , when i t  took th e  s tage , 
Behn hid he r  id en ti ty  as the  a u th o r  by  re so r t in g  to  a s tra tag em  she  
had employed on a few ea r l ie r  occasions, using the  pronoun "he" in 
the  prologue to re fe r  to the  w rite r .  The p rin ted  edition appeared  
w ithout a name on the  tit le  page until th e  th i rd  issue . A pparently , 
the  c r it ic s  had been a t  i t  again. In a p o s tsc r ip t  to The Rover. Behn 
complains th a t  th e  malicious accusation of plagiarism had caused  her  
pu b lish e rs  to postpone p r in t in g  th e  play.
The Rover, a comedy of wit p re sen ted  within a comedy of 
in t r ig u e  framework, con ta ins  severa l c h a rac te r is t ic s  of A phra 's  m ature  
comedy: " the  handsome, ca re free  gallant, th e  f ran k  and w itty  heroine, 
and a spark ling  dialogue laced with comic images from ev e ry d ay  life." 
The play remained popular longer than  any  o th e r  by Behn, becoming
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p a r t  of th e  re p e r to ire  of the  Duke's Company. When i t  was rev ived  
a t  Covent Garden for the  la s t  time in F eb ru a ry  1757, i t  was still 
popular enough for ten perform ances .45
Behn's seven th  play, S ir  Patie n t  Fancy, was p roduced  a t  Dorset 
Garden in Jan u a ry  1678. F rederick  Link calls i t  "one of the  b e s t  of 
the  English adap ta tions  of Moliere" and a fine play "combining within 
i ts  in tr ig u e  framework a considerable  amount of w itty  dialogue; 
analysis  of contem porary  manners; s a t i re  on such  topics  as  Puritanism, 
m ercenary marriages, and pedan try ;  and obvious b u t  v e ry  funny  
fa rc e ."46 The la t te r  was inc reas ing ly  beginning  to dominate 
Restoration th ea tre .  Behn had a g if t  fo r farce , b u t  she  was equally 
admired fo r h e r  repartee . Once again, she  found h e rse lf  u n d e r  
a ttack , and in a "Preface to the  Reader" in the  p r in ted  edition of S ir 
Patien t Fancy, she  blames h e r  haste  in p r in t ing  the  play on h e r  need 
to defend  he rse lf  aga ins t  accusations th a t  th e  play was bawdy and 
she  a p lagiaris t.  She also complains abou t th e  su p p o r t  she  has not 
received from members of he r  own sex desp ite  the  fac t  th a t  i t  was 
th e ir  r ig h ts  she  was t ry in g  to uphold. She con tends  th a t  the  ch a rg es  
being made ag a in s t  h e r  sp r in g  from resen tm en t of a woman 
p layw right. She was p robably  r igh t.
Behn's life got h a rd e r  in the  summer of 1678 when th e  so-called 
"Popish Plot" b u r s t  like a th u n d ers to rm  ov e r  London. Panic ensued  
when dubious inform ants, like the  notorious Titus Oates, claimed to 
have ev idence  of a J e su it- in sp ired  consp iracy  to a ssa ss in a te  Charles 
II and install his b ro th e r ,  James, a Roman Catholic, on the  th rone . 
For years ,  th e  an ti-R oyalists  had feared  th a t  when James ascended
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the  throne, he would rev ive  Roman Catholicism in England and ru le  as 
an absolu te  monarch with th e  help of his cousin, Louis XIV of France. 
The Plot seemed to confirm th e ir  w ors t fea rs .  In the  a tm osphere  of 
hys te r ia ,  people were a r re s te d  on flimsy o r non -ex is ten t evidence, 
even executed. The inc iden t b ro u g h t  to a head y e a rs  of pa rtisan  
s t ru g g le  and was the  beginning of th e  Tory and Whig parties .  Gone 
were the  m erry  days  of the  Restoration. In the  volatile a tm osphere  
of ch arg e  and c o u n te r -c h a rg e ,  when political r iva lr ies  were white-hot, 
few had the  time or inclination to indu lge  in frivolous activ ities.
Thus, the  two th e a t re s  were in ser ious  troub le  as a ttendance  
began to decline. Behn's livelihood was th rea ten e d .  This is  a p p a ren t  
in he r  prologue to h e r  e igh th  play, The Feigned C ourte sans , a  comedy 
produced  a t Dorset Garden in March 1679. In it, she complains th a t  
real plots like Titus O ates 's  had stolen a tten tion  away from poets ' 
plots. She makes i t  c lear th a t  she  believes the  Popish Plot to be 
nothing b u t  an invention . In the  epilogue, she  bemoans the  
increas ing ly  smaller audiences and th e i r  growing ta s te  fo r  fa rce  with 
which she  had endowed The Feigned C ourtesans  to e n su re  i ts  success . 
The play did not become p a r t  of the  re p e r to ire  b u t  was acted more 
than once a f te r  th e  sp rin g  run; i t  was rev ived  fo r  a t  le a s t  five 
perform ances in th e  1716-17 season .47
As th e  fa llout from the  Plot continued to dominate life in London, 
i t  became n ecessa ry  fo r p layw righ ts  to declare  allegiance to one 
p a rty .  Considering h e r  many Court connections and re c en t  royal 
pa tronage  of h e r  plays, i t  is  not su rp r is in g  Behn aligned herse lf  with 
th e  Tories. She was a lready  p red isposed  by sentim ent to take  th is
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s tance , b u t  i t  was also good b us iness  since Whig p layw righ ts  were 
su b jec ted  to censo rsh ip  and d ire c t  in te r fe ren ce .  In o rd e r  to make 
h e r  political position c lear and ra ise  some m uch-needed money, she 
began to dedicate  h e r  p lays to o u ts tan d in g  Tories. (Her ear ly  plays 
had appeared  w ithout dedications.) Indeed , she  had already 
exp ressed  h e r  sym path ies  in h e r  v e ry  f i r s t  play. F red e rick  Link 
notes tha t,  "The political theme a p p ea rs  in some form in nearly  half 
of th e  tw enty-tw o pro logues and epilogues presum ably  w rit ten  by Mrs. 
Behn. . . . The re v e rse  of th e  coin a p p ea rs  in th e  f re q u e n t
p anegyr ics  to Charles and his policies."40
While no account ex ists  of a perform ance, p robably  Behn's  ninth 
play* The Young King, took th e  s tag e  in Septem ber o r  October 1679. 
A romantic tragicomedy, i t  was most likely w rit ten  before  Behn's f i r s t  
p roduced plays, The Forced Marriage and The Amorous Prince , 
because i t  is  typical of h e r  ear ly  s ty le  and in fe r io r  to i t s  successo rs .  
Behn revived  the  play and added to i t  explicit re fe re n ce s  to th e  
c u r r e n t  political situation. In the  following year, a play a t t r ib u te d  to 
Behn, The Revenge, was p roduced  a round  Ju n e  a t  the  Duke's Theatre  
and published  anonymously. I t  seems likely b u t  not cer ta in  th a t  she  
was the  au thor.
With the  possible exception of The Re v e nge, the  London s tag e  
had no new Behn creation  in 1680. The financial d ifficulties 
en g en d ered  by dwindling th e a t re  aud iences  d ro v e  Aphra, as i t  did 
many of he r  colleagues, to take  a d v an tag e  of a new vogue fo r 
trans la t ion . "A P a rap h ra se  on Oenone to  Paris ,"  published  in Ovid 's  
Epistles. T ransla ted  bv Several Hands (1680), was p refaced  by Dryden,
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who also con tr ibu ted  a trans la tion , as  did many o th e r  prom inent 
l i te ra ry  f ig u res . Behn labored u n d e r  a  d is t in c t  d isadvan tage  in th a t  
she had no tra in ing  in Latin, having been excluded from a classical 
education because of h e r  sex. She was forced to work from a litera l 
trans la tion  done by someone else, and h e r  "loose p a ra p h ra se "  is ve ry  
loose, indeed. However, Dryden p ra ised  he r,  and th e  volume went 
th ro u g h  several editions, sug g es tin g  th a t  h e r  contem poraries  did not 
pa rticu la rly  o b jec t  to he r  small Latin.49 She was lampooned in "A 
S a ty r  on th e  Modern T rans la to rs"  (1684), b u t  i t  was fo r h e r  a ttack  on 
the  hypocrisy  of sexual codes apply ing  to feminine behavior in he r  
trans la t ion , r a th e r  than  for i t s  q u a li ty .50 By th e  middle of th e  1680s, 
h e r  abilities as a t ra n s la to r  had been recognized by h e r  
contem poraries .51
When Aphra resumed h e r  p layw riting  in 1681, once again i t  was 
with a vengeance. Between J a n u a ry  1681 and May 1682, she  produced  
five plays increas ing ly  more militant in th e i r  political s tances . In th e  
middle of th e  Exclusion Bill Crisis, Behn ded icated  h e r  ten th  play, The 
Second P a r t  of The Rover, to James, Duke of York, who was then  in 
exile abroad. Produced around Jan u a ry  1681 a t  Dorset Garden, th e  
play le ft  no doubt, if th e re  was any, abou t Behn's  political allegiance. 
In th e  dedication, Aphra a s s e r t s  th a t  th e  Whigs were playing " th e  old 
game o 're  again," the  "old game" being th e  Parliamentarian rebellion 
of Charles I 's  e ra . In the  prologue, sh e  a t ta c k s  fellow p layw righ t 
Elkannah Settle  who had championed th e  Whigs; in the  epilogue, she 
condemns the  o th e r  w rite rs  who had abandoned  th e  royal cause. The 
Second P a r t  of The Rover r e p re s e n ts  an obvious a ttem pt to capitalize
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on the  success  of th e  ea r l ie r  play, b u t  the  piece, in fe r io r  to its  
p redecessor,  s u f fe rs  from Behn's inability  to in te g ra te  i t s  farcical 
elements into h e r  comedy of in tr ig u e  fram ew ork.52 Like most sequels , 
i t  was never  as popular  as the  original.
I
In her  next play, Behn continued h e r  one-woman war ag a in s t  
Whiggism. The False  Count was p roduced  a t th e  Dorset Garden 
Thea tre  la te  in November or ear ly  in December 1681. In  the  
prologue, A phra sarcast ica lly  p re te n d s  to have em braced th e  Whig 
cause and rid icules  h e r  enemies by lis ting  all he r  Tory "sins."  
Angeline Goreau s u g g e s ts  th a t  h e r  l is t  of "sins"  ind ica tes  th a t  Behn 
had not been confining h e r  political ac tiv ities  to the  s tag e  b u t  had 
also been penning  lampoons and s a t i r e s —probab ly  anonym ously—and 
maybe even pam phlets.53 Behn even re v e rs e s  th e  position sh e  had 
taken in h e r  "Epistle" in The Dutch Lover th a t  comedy was not meant 
to teach v ir tue . In the  dedication to The False  C ount, sh e  makes 
political morality an exception, say ing  th a t  drama could and shou ld be 
political when the  situation called for commitment.54 The False Count, 
a  ligh t comedy, almost p u re  farce , found recep tive  aud iences  and  was 
p resen ted  often d u r in g  th e  period. Although n ever  a reg u la r  p a r t  of 
the  reperto ire ,  th e  play was rev ived  in the  1715-16 season  and in 
1718 and 1730.55
Behn's next play, The R oundheads, h e r  most explicitly p a r t isan  
play to date, was based on John Tatham’s The Rump. The fa rce  
dep ic ts  th e  final days  of th e  Commonwealth when members of th e  
Committee of Safety  fo u g h t among them selves to find a su ccesso r  to 
Cromwell. Behn used  th e  real names of th e  people involved b u t
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tu rn e d  them all in to  bumbling fools and cow ards whose machinations 
smacked more of motley than Machiavelli. T hrough farcical 
exaggeration, she  d raw s parallels  between the  p e rso n s  and ev en ts  of 
1659-60 and the  contem porary  political s itua tion , casting  th e  Whigs, of 
course , as the  Roundheads. She dedica ted  th e  play to Henry Fitzroy, 
Duke of Grafton, an illegitimate son of Charles II. In i t  sh e  ex h o rts  
him to s e t  an example of loyalty to his royal fa th e r;  however, c learly  
sh e  is actually speak ing  to an o th er  of C harles 's  illegitimate sons, th e  
disloyal Duke of Monmouth who was consp ir ing  with S h a f te sb u ry .  The 
Ro u n d h ead s , more political p ropaganda  than a ser ious  sa t i re ,  and 
one of th e  w orst of Behn's plays, is  ru ined  by h e r  inability  to 
in te g ra te  dissimilar elements: "The mixture of love in tr ig u e  with fa rce  
seriously  mars P a r t  II of The Rover; here, w here  th e  fa rce  is not only 
dominant b u t  political, th e  mixture is  in to le rab le ."56 However, th e  
p lay 's  perform ance in December 1681 was a p p aren tly  successfu l,  
p e rh a p s  because Tory sym pathies were a scen d an t in the  th e a t r e  by 
1682.
Between The Roundheads and Behn's next pub lished  play 
appeared  h e r  only known play th a t  was n ev e r  p r in ted , Like Fa ther. 
Like Son, perform ed a t  Dorset Garden a round  March 1682. All th a t  
remains of i t  now a re  i ts  prologue and epilogue. I t  must have  been 
an u t t e r  d is a s te r  because  a  piece had to be p re t ty  bad not to be 
published.
Behn had much b e t te r  luck with h e r  next attem pt. The City 
Heiress, one of h e r  b e s t  comedies, was produced  a t Dorset Garden in 
la te  April or ear ly  May 1682. Like The Roundheads, i t  is  an explicit
express ion  of A phra 's  political sentim ents. The times they  were a -  
changing; the  p rep o n d eran ce  of Tories in th e  audience allowed Behn 
to a ir  opinions th a t  might have been d an g ero u s  only a few years  
before. Subtitled  Sir Timothy Tr eata ll , th e  play is a comedy of wit 
with political s a t i re  a s t ro n g  th re a d  ru n n in g  th ro u g h o u t .  S ir  Timothy, 
th e  ve ry  essence  of all th e  City m erchan ts  Behn mercilessly 
ca r ica tu red  in h e r  works, is  also an obvious analogue to S h a f te sb u ry .  
An avaricious Whig, he is hypocritical, b r ib e s  his s u p p o r te r s  and 
engages  in shady  political in tr ig u es .  Should anyone miss the  
connection, sa tir ic  re fe ren ces  a re  made to S h a f te s b u ry 's  s u p p o r t  of 
the  Exclusion Bill, the  Ignoram us v e rd ic t  handed down in his trial and 
his hopes of being elected king of Poland in 1675.57 Behn dedica ted  
th e  play to Henry Howard, whose g re a t -u n c le  William Howard, Viscount 
S tafford , had been executed in the  fev e r  of th e  Popish Plot. She had 
been ou traged  by th e  u n ju s tif ied  killing, which had only in tensified  
he r  h a tred  of the  Whigs. She pra ised  Henry fo r his unsw erv ing  
loyalty to his g re a t-u n c le  and th e  King. The City Heiress was initially 
popular and played a t  in te rv a ls  fo r some y ears .  I t  was rev ived  for 
a t  leas t  one perform ance in 1707 b u t  n ev e r  appeared  on th e  s tag e  
again .58
Up until now, Behn had inc reas ing ly  allowed h e r  political views 
f ree  re ign on th e  stage, b u t  then  she  w ent too far. In A ugust of 
1682, she  was asked  to w rite  a prologue and epilogue to an anonymous 
play, Romulus and Hersilia. Her epilogue contained  an obvious a t ta ck  
on th e  Duke of Monmouth, and w a r ra n ts  were issued  fo r th e  a r r e s t  of 
Behn and Lady Slingsby, th e  a c t re s s  who had spoken the  offending
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passage, fo r "abusive  reflec tions  upon p e rso n s  of qua lity ."  I t  is  not 
known if they were imprisoned fo r  th e  o ffense  b u t  i f  so, i t  was fo r 
a sh o r t  time only because  both w ere  in ev idence  publicly  soon a f te r .59 
However, the  in c id en t  ended  Behn 's  theatr ica l  express ion  of he r  
political views which were from then  on confined to h e r  poems on 
s ta te  occasions. Indeed , th e  London s tag e  was b e re f t  of any  Behn 
production until 1686.
In many re sp ec ts ,  1682 was a tu rn in g  po in t in Behn’s life. Not 
long a f te r  he r  a r re s t ,  th e  ailing King's Company merged with the  
Duke's Company to form th e  United Company (November 1682). Since 
declining a t ten d an ce  a t  th e  th e a t r e s  a lready  had p layw righ ts  
complaining of h a rd  times, th e  policy of the  United Company to favor 
th e  revival of old p lays o v e r  p roduction  of new ones was d isa s tro u s  
fo r  the  s t ru g g lin g  d ram atis ts .  Those who depended  on playw riting 
fo r  a living were in d e sp e ra te  need, including  Behn. To make m atte rs  
worse, possibly  about th is  time, A phra began experiencing  th e  f i r s t  
symptoms of th e  sclero tic  and d y s tro p h ic  d isease  th a t  d a rk en ed  her  
la s t  yea rs  and im poverished h e r .60 S ix teen-e igh ty -tw o  marked the  
end of Behn's reliance on th e  p layhouse  fo r  a living. She had to  find 
o th e r  ways to ra ise  revenue , especially  as  h e r  health  w orsened.
Behn tu rn e d  to poetry , t ran s la t io n  and fiction. Many of the  
so n g s  she  had w ritten  fo r  h e r  p lays ap peared  in a collection of he r  
w orks called Poems upon Several Occasions: With a  Voyage to  th e
Is land  of Love in 1684. A Voyage was h e r  trans la t ion  of Abbe Paul 
Tallemant's fan ta sy  Le voyage de Tisle d 'am our (1663), which she  
expanded by a th ird .  Her f i r s t  a ttem p t a t  fiction, based  on a
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contem porary  scandal, was published  th a t  same year. Love L e tte rs  
Between a Nobleman and His S is te r  is a fictionalized accoun t of the  
a d v e n tu re s  of Lord Grey of Werk, a Whig, who had o u tra g e d  society 
by eloping with h is s is te r- in - law . Behn wrote two more p a r t s  of th is  
"novel" over a fo u r  y ea r  period as real ev en ts  developed, making it  
h e r  longes t  fictional work. Love L e tte rs  was so popular th a t  i t  had 
run  in to  a t le a s t  sixteen ed itions by th e  end  of th e  e ig h teen th  
c e n tu r y .61
Behn's life was changed  again in 1685 when Charles II died on 
F eb ru a ry  6. With his pass ing , an e ra  came to an end: "A phra 's
beloved th e a te r  was opera ting  in severe ly  reduced  c ircum stances; h e r  
means of income was ser iously  th rea ten ed ;  her world had been to rn  
a p a r t  by political s tr ife ;  h e r  generation  was quickly p a ss in g —dead or 
dying , s ta rv in g ,  b u rn ed  out o r  simply given up to s ta id n e s s ." 62 She 
w rote  an elegy on C harles 's  death , A Pindaric  on the  Death of Our 
Late S overe ign , and a poem on Jam es’s accession, A Pindaric  Poem on 
th e  Happy Coronation, as well as A Poem to . . ■ Cath e rine  Queen 
Dowager. In h e r  paean to James, she  mentions how loyal she  has 
been to the  S tu a r t s  and how weary, overw orked  and im poverished she  
is. She was indeed  hard  up and chronically  unwell, h e r  a r th r i t i s  
making it  d ifficult to write. H ardpressed , sh e  ed ited  a Miscellany. 
Being A Collection of Poems by Several Hands, including  h e r  own. 
Behn appended  h e r  trans la t ion  of fou r  hun d red  maxims by La 
Rochefoucauld, titled  Seneca Unmasked; or. Moral Reflections, to he r  
Miscellany.
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In 1686, Behn r e tu rn e d  to h e r  f i r s t  love, the  th e a t re ,  with The 
Lucky Chance, h e r  f i r s t  play a f te r  a fo u r  y ea r  absence  from the  
s tage . Produced a t  th e  Thea tre  Royal in Drury Lane abou t April 1686, 
i t  was the  only new piece done by the  United Company th a t  month. 
The Lucky Chance, typical of Behn's in t r ig u e  comedies, con tains  also 
a good b it  of wit and th e  usual infusion of farce . I t  had a successfu l 
run , drawing a full house on the  th ird  day, and was played a t 
in te rv a ls  fo r ten years .  Revived a t Lincoln's Inn  Fields in the  
summer of 1718, the  comedy was adap ted  by Hannah Cowley in 1786 
as A School fo r G rey b ea rd s .63 Despite i ts  success  (o r because  of it), 
th e  comedy was a ttacked  for i t s  supposed  " indecency,"  an accusation 
motivated by the  sex of its  au thor. After y ea rs  s p e n t  e s tab lish ing  
h erse lf  as a successfu l, professional p layw right, Behn once again was 
faced with the  same p re jud ice  she  had had to overcome a t  th e  ve ry  
beginning  of h e r  caree r .  In fu r ia ted ,  she  added  a manifesto to the  
tex t when th e  play was published in 1687, answ ering  the  ch arg es  
made ag a in s t  h e r  and a sse r t in g  h e r  r ig h t  to be t re a ted  as any  o th e r  
professional, re g a rd le ss  of sex.
In th e  same y ea r  th a t  The Lucky Chance appeared  (1686), Behn 
published  h e r  trans la t ion  of B althasar de Bonnecourse 's  co u r te sy  
book, La Montre; or. The Lover's  Watch. She re ta ined  th e  tit le  b u t  
combined th e  tw o -p a r t  French work into one. Her " tran s la tio n "  was 
almost twice as long as the  original, containing new material added  by 
th e  t r a n s la t r e s s .64
The la s t  of Behn’s p lays to be produced  d u rin g  h e r  lifetime was 
a "com edy-farce ,"  The Emperor of th e  Moon, which went on th e  boards
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a t  Dorset Garden in March 1687. F rederick  Link calls th e  play "a 
rem arkable  one, combining a love in tr igue , s a t i re  on contem porary  
foibles, the  an tics  of the  commedia dell’a r t e . and the  spec tac le  of a 
contem porary  opera , in to  one in te g ra te d  whole." The prominence of 
Harlequin and Scaramouch, Link notes, e s tab lishes  th e  fa rce  as one in 
the  "new" style , based  on French and Italian models. The complete 
assimilation of the  commedia f ig u re s  in to  th e  action makes The 
Emperor of the  Moon one of the  f i r s t  plays of i ts  kind in English .65 
In te re s t in g ly ,  in many of h e r  p rev ious  prologues, Behn had cas tiga ted  
aud iences  fo r th e ir  ta s te  fo r  farce , which she  saw as d eg rad ing  and 
benea th  her. She blamed h e r  in c reas in g  reliance on th a t  g en re  on 
th e  exigencies of being forced  to w rite  fo r  a  living. Giving custom ers 
w hat they  wanted li te ra lly  meant life o r  death  to her, p a r t icu la r ly  a t  
th is  time when h e r  health  was de te r io ra t in g ,  and sh e  was living a 
hand-to -m outh  existence. Indeed , th e  prologue to The Emperor of the  
Moon documents th e  p rog ress ion  of Restoration drama from heroic 
tra g e d y  th ro u g h  comedy to fa rce , and i t s  epilogue p inpoin ts  the  
rap id ly  dwindling num ber of p laygoers  as th e  reason why p layw righ ts  
were doing any th ing  th ey  had to to  stimulate business . Ironically, 
Behn’s "com edy-farce" was a  g re a t  success  and became h e r  lo n g es t-  
lived play. The piece, perform ed more than  132 times between i ts  
1687 d e b u t  by th e  United Company and 1749, was a r e p e r to ry  piece 
fo r  many years, f req u e n t ly  rev ived , and was acted (with some 
changes) fo r th e  la s t  time in 1777.66 The Emperor of th e  Moon was 
also A phra 's  la s t  successfu l play.
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The y ear  1687 saw publica tions by Behn in o th e r  gen res . 
Francis  Barlow, a famous a r t i s t  much admired fo r his e n g ra v in g s  of 
animals and b irds , p u t  ou t an e labora te  folio edition of Aesop: 
Aesop's Fables with His Life; in English, French and Latin , to which 
she  con tr ibu ted  32 q u a tra in s  fo r the  biographical p la tes  and 110 to 
the  fables. Although sh e  no longer  a ired  h e r  political views on the  
s tage , Behn managed to work topical allusions to the  English political 
situation, as  well as to the  l i te ra ry  scene and the  foibles of society, 
in to  nearly  a q u a r te r  of he r  con tribu tion  to the  work.67 Despite her 
illness  and poverty , Aphra continued to champion the  S tu a r t  cause  in 
he r  " transla tions"  and poetry , as ev idenced by her  poems published  
in 1687, A P indaric to . . . C hris top h e r  Duke of Albemarle and To the  
Memory of . . . George Duke of Buckingham . The same y ear  saw the  
publication of the  th ird  and final p a r t  of Love L e tte rs  Between a 
Nobleman and His S ister, titled  The Amours of Philander and Sylvia.
As h e r  health w orsened and h e r  financial condition became 
despera te ,  Behn worked feverish ly  to maintain herself; consequently , 
1688 was one of th e  most prolific y e a rs  of h e r  career .  She continued 
her  prac tice  of w riting occasional poems abou t im portan t Tory ev en ts  
and leaders  in hopes of rem uneration: A C ongratu la to ry  Poem to . .
. Her Most Sacred  M ajesty; A C ongra tu la to ry  Poem . . .  on the  Happy 
Birth of th e  Prince of Wales; and A Poem to Sir Roger L1 E s tra n g e . 
Behn also wrote a poem called To Poet Bavius a ttack ing  one w ritten  
by th e  anti-Royalist hack John Baber. She published  th re e  
trans la t ions . The History of Oracles is h e r  transla tion  of Fontenelle 's  
Histoire des o racles  (Paris, 1686), and A Discovery of New Worlds is
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t ran s la ted  from Fontenelle 's  E n tre tien s  s u r  la p lu ra lite  des mondes 
(Paris, 1686). The th ird  is  Lvcidus; or. The Lover in Fashion , an 
adaptation of Tallemant's sequel to A Voyage to the  Island of Love. 
Appended to Lvcidus is the  la s t  su b s tan tia l  g ro u p  of poems known to 
be by Behn.
S ix teen -e ig h ty -e ig h t also saw th e  publication of th re e  of he r  
"novels," including th e  one fo r  which sh e  is most remembered: The
Fair J ilt, Agnes de Castro and Oroonoko. Agnes de C astro  is an 
adaptation of Mile de Brillac's Agnes de Castro, nouvelle P o r tuguese  
b u t  Oroonoko is rep u ted ly  based on B ehn 's  a d v e n tu re s  in Surinam. 
I t  is  the  work by which most modern re a d e rs  and scho la rs  know h e r  
and has kep t h e r  name alive. F rederick  Link notes th a t  many of he r  
plays a re  b e t te r  works, b u t  he calls Oroonoko "one of th e  b e s t  pieces 
of s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  English f ic tion ."60 Indeed, deba te  con tinues  
today over w he ther Oroonoko, r a th e r  than  Robinson Crusoe, is th e  
f i r s t  t r u e  English novel.
Time was runn ing  ou t fo r Behn; she  knew she  was dying . So 
was the  cause  to which she  had devoted h e r  life. A fter a tu rb u le n t  
reign, James II took ship  fo r  F rance on Christm as Eve, 1688, n ev e r  to 
re tu rn .  He had been o rd e re d  in to  exile by his su ccesso r ,  the  
P ro te s tan t  William of Orange, who was m arried to his d a u g h te r  Mary. 
Behn wrote A C ongratu la to ry  Poem to . . . Queen Mary, who a t  leas t  
was a S tu a r t ,  b u t  when Gilbert B urnet su g g es te d  she  pen a eulogy to 
the  new king, who would probably  rew ard  h e r  handsomely, she 
balked. She s en t  B urnet some o th e r  v e r s e s  in s tead  and explained 
" th a t  he r  loyalties would no t perm it h e r  to  tu r n  h e r  pen w hichever
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way th e  p ro sp e ro u s  wind blew: 'The breeze  th a t  wafts th e  crowding
nations o’r e . /  Leaves me u n p itv 'd  fa r  behind /  On t he fo r s aken 
b a r re n  s ho re . ' 1,69
In 1689, Behn published  w orks in o th e r  g e n re s  besides  th e  poems 
she  s e n t  Queen Mary and Dr. Burnet. Two more of h e r  "novels" 
appeared: The History of the  Nun and The Lucky Mistake. A
sta tem ent in the  form er has fueled speculation th a t  Aphra had been 
a closet Catholic all h e r  life. In the  opening of The History of the  
Nun, the  n a r ra to r ,  a f te r  d iscuss ing  Continental conven ts  and religions, 
declares , "I once was des ig n 'd  an humble Votary in th e  House of 
Devotion" bu t decided ag a in s t  th e  religious life. Scholars  point to 
o th e r  ev idence in Behn's  life, such  as h e r  devotion to th e  Howards of 
Norfolk, th e  prem ier Catholic family in England.70 She confidently  
believed the  Popish Plot was a Whig fabrication, and she p o r tray ed  
Viscount S tafford , Henry Howard's g re a t-u n c le  executed d u r in g  the  
Plot fever, as a m a rty r  comparable to Christ. Her p lays and s to r ie s  
contain sym pathetic  p o r tray a ls  of Catholics, and she was fanatically 
devoted to the  Catholic James I I .71 We cannot, of course, say fo r 
cer ta in  w here h e r  religious affiliation was placed b u t  th is  possibility  
cannot be dismissed ou t of hand, especially  if  we remember th a t  Behn 
may have  come u n d e r  th e  influence of th e  Catholic Lady Willoughby 
early  in h e r  life.
The o th e r  publication of 1689 to which Behn co n tr ib u ted , The 
Third P a rt  of th e  Works of Mr. Ab r aham Cowley. Being His Six Books 
of P lan ts , like h e r  f i r s t  transla tion , is from the  Latin. Many w rite rs  
had a hand in i ts  creation; A phra 's  p a r t  is  Book VI, "Of Trees."  Her
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" tran s la tio n "  is almost t h r e e - q u a r t e r s  again as  long as th e  original 
with a la rg e  p e rcen tag e  of space  devoted  to political sen tim ents . 
(Cowley was a Tory, too.)72
On April 16, 1689, five days  a f te r  th e  coronation of William and 
Mary, Behn's e a r th ly  s t ru g g le s  came to an end. She died alone, in 
g re a t  pain and in pen u ry .  Even death  could not stop th e  a t ta ck s  
upon her. When it was decided to b u ry  h e r  in W estminster Abbey, 
th e  f i r s t  woman to be so honored fo r  h e r  l i te ra ry  achievem ents, 
ob jections  were ra ised  because  of h e r  "scandalous"  life and  " indecen t"  
works. Charles Gildon, h e r  l i te ra ry  executor, d e sc r ib ed  A phra ’s burial 
"in the  c lo is te rs  of W estminster Abbey, u n d e r  a plain marble stone, 
with two w retched  v e rse s  fo r  h e r  ep itaph , who had h e rse lf  wrote  so 
many good."73 Traditionally  a t t r ib u te d  to  h e r  ex-lover, John  Hoyle, 
th e  "w retched  v e rse s "  were "Here lies a proof th a t  wit can n ev e r  be 
/  Defence ag a in s t  m ortality ."
If  Behn's d e t ra c to r s  th o u g h t  th e y 'd  seen th e  la s t  of her, they  
were doomed to disappointm ent. In November of 1689, George J e n k in s  
s tag ed  h e r  posthum ous play, The Widow Ranter, a t  D rury  Lane. 
Probably  composed around  1688, th is  " tragicom edy" revo lves  around  
Bacon's Rebellion in Virginia in 1675-76 b u t  con ta ins  fo u r  p lo ts  th a t  
a re  ineffec tively  in te g ra te d .  The production  failed, and no reco rd s  
of o th e r  perform ances  a re  known. Behn 's  second posthum ous play, 
and  h e r  la s t  to be s taged , was The Y ounger B ro th e r , a  comedy 
perform ed a t  D rury Lane F eb ru a ry  1696. Charles Gildon p roduced  i t  
with his rev is ions  but, again, too many unassim ilated p lots c ripp led  
it. Gildon a t t r ib u te d  th e  p lay 's  fa ilu re  "to  some faction th a t  was made
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ag a in s t  it"  b u t  F rederick  Link notes th a t  while th a t  may be partia lly  
t r u e  the  p lay 's  " in h e ren t  w eakness would in any  case  have  p rec luded  
continued  s u c c e ss ." 74
In the  y e a rs  following Behn's death , poems by h e r  and a t t r ib u te d  
to h e r  appeared . The y ear  1698 saw publication of six of her 
"novels": The A dven tu re  of the  Black Ladv: The C ourt of th e  King
of Bantam: The Nun, or th e  P e r ju red  Beauty; The U nfo rtuna te  Happy 
Lady; The U nfo rtuna te  Bride: and The W andering B eauty . The la s t  of 
h e r  fiction, most of which was w ritten  before  1685, was published  in 
1700: The Dumb Virgin and The U nhap py Mistake.
Many th in g s  were w ritten  abou t Behn d u r in g  and  a f te r  he r  
lifetime, much of i t  pe jo ra tive , b u t  p e rh a p s  the  b e s t  desc rip tion  we
have of the  woman h e rse lf  comes from th e  au th o r  of th e  Memoirs in
the  f i r s t  edition of h e r  Histories an d Novels, quo ted  by F rederick  
Link:
She was of a gen ero u s  and open temper, something 
passionate, ve ry  serv iceab le  to h e r  f r ien d s  in all th a t  
was in h e r  power, and could sooner fo rg ive  an in ju ry  
than  do one. She had wit, honor, good humor, and 
judgm ent. She was m is tress  of all th e  p leasing a r t s  of 
conversa tion , b u t  used 'em not to any  b u t  those  who 
loved not [sic] plain dealing. She was a woman of sense, 
and by consequence a lo v e r  of p leasure , as indeed  all .
. . are; b u t  only some would be th o u g h t  to be above the
conditions of humanity, and  place th e i r  ch ief p leasu re  in 
a p roud , vain hypocrisy . For my p a r t ,  I knew her  
intimately, and n ever  saw a u g h t  unbecoming th e  j u s t  
modesty of o u r  sex, tho ' more gay and f ree  than  th e  folly 
of th e  p rec ise  will allow. She was, I'm sa tisf ied , a 
g re a te r  honor to ou r  sex than  all th e  can ting  t r ib e  of 
d issem blers  th a t  die with th e  false repu ta tion  of sa in ts .
Link o bserves , "Nothing in h e r  works, o r  in what is  known abou t her,
s u g g e s ts  th a t  th is  descrip tion  is an y th in g  less  than  a cc u ra te ."75 I t
is j u s t  one of life 's  (and l i te ra tu re 's )  l i t t le  iron ies  th a t  a  woman, who
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was more prolific than  any o th e r  Restoration w rite r  excep t Dryden, 
and who competed successfu lly  with men on male terms, should have 
been re legated  to the  l i te ra ry  d u n g -h e a p  of th e  fo rgo tten  for 
cen tu r ies .
The "Cook's Wife"
Susanna  Centlivre, the  " b e s t  comic p layw righ t in the  early  
decades of the  e igh teen th  c e n tu ry ,"  wrote n ineteen plays, th re e  of 
which—The Busy Body. The Wonder and A Bold S tro k e  fo r  a Wife— 
stayed  in the  r e p e r to ry  th ro u g h o u t  th e  n ine teen th  c e n tu ry  and were 
perform ed not only in England, b u t  also in the  United S ta te s  and 
A ustralia.76 Yet, as in th e  case  of A phra Behn, we know v e ry  little  
abou t Centlivre, a p a r t  from the  body of h e r  work. Like Behn's  life 
too, C entliv re 's  is  an inextricable  tang le  of fa c t  and fiction: few
facts, lots  of fiction. No one can say  fo r  cer ta in  who h e r  p a re n ts  
were, when o r  w here  she  was born. Indeed , we have  no reliable 
record  of h e r  ex istence until h e r  l i te ra ry  d e b u t  in London and even 
then  h e r  personal life is sh rouded  in m ystery . However, four 
accounts  based, in whole or in pa rt ,  on f i r s th a n d  knowledge, fu rn ish  
scho lars  with a s ta r t in g  point.
According to  F. P. Lock, "The ear lies t ,  th e  most au tho rita tive , 
and the  only sou rce  th a t  appeared  in C en tliv re 's  lifetime is the  a rtic le  
on h e r  in Giles Jacob 's  l i te ra ry  re fe ren ce  work, The Poetical Register 
(1719)." Lock notes th a t  " [s jevera l  considera tions"  make it  possible 
th a t  Jacob obtained his information from th e  lady herself ; he quo tes  
Jacob:
This Gentlewoman, now living, is D aughter of one Mr.
Freeman, la te  of Holbeach, in Lincolnshire, who m arried a
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D aughter of Mr. Marham, a  Gentleman of a good E sta te  at 
Lynn Regis, in the  County of Norfolk. T here  was 
formerly an E state  in th e  Family of h e r  Father; b u t  he 
being a  Dissenter, and a zealous Parliam entarian , was so 
ve ry  much p e rsecu ted  a t  th e  Restoration, th a t  he was 
necessita ted  to fly in to  Ire land , and his E sta te  was 
confiscated: Nor was the  Family of h e r  Mother f ree  from 
the  Severit ie s  of th e  Times, they  being likewise 
Parliam entarians. Her Education was in the  Country; and 
h e r  F a ther  dying  when she  was b u t  th re e  Years of Age; 
and h e r  Mother not living till she  was twelve, what 
Im provem ents she  has made, have  been meerly [sic] by 
he r  own In d u s t ry  and Application. She was married 
before  th e  Age of Fifteen, to a Nephew of S ir  S tephen 
Fox. This Gentleman liv ing with h e r  b u t  a Year, she 
a f te rw ard s  married Mr. Carrol, an Officer in th e  Army: 
And su rv iv ed  him likewise, in the  space  of a Year and a 
half. She is s ince  m arried to Mr. Joseph  Cent Livre, 
Yeoman of the  Mouth to his p re s e n t  M ajesty .77
Another account comes to us from Abel Boyer, a Whig h is torian  
and jo u rn a lis t  who had ed ited  a collection of l e t t e r s  to which 
Centlivre  had co n tr ibu ted . In his o b itu a ry  of h e r  in h is monthly 
review, The Political S ta te  of Great Br i ta in . Boyer wrote, "Her F a th e r 's  
Name, if I mistake not, was Rawkins, h e r  f i r s t  H usband 's , Carol. From 
a mean Paren tage, and Education, a f te r  severa l gay A dven tu res  . . ." 
Centlivre  commenced h e r  c a ree r  as a p lay w rig h t .70 While he r  
education may have been "mean," Boyer mentions th a t  Centlivre 
"improved her na tu ra l  Genius, by Reading and good C onversa tion ."79
In ye t a th ird  version , we g e t  an in tr ig u in g  glimpse of one of 
those  "gay A dven tu res"  Boyer mentions so coyly. A Complete List of 
All the  English Dramatic Poets, appended  to Thomas Whincop's 
Scanderbeg  (1747), is  usually  a t t r ib u te d  to  John Mottley. Mottley 
res ided  in London in th e  la t te r  half of C en tliv re 's  c a re e r  and claimed
to  have helped her  compose A Bold S troke  fo r  a Wife (1718). Lock
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calls Mottley's tale "a cu rious  amalgam of a p p aren tly  au th en t ic  detail
and improbable apocryphal anecdote":
According to Mottleyj Susanna  le ft  home to escape the  
c ru e lty  of a s tepm other. Weeping a t  th e  roadside, she  
was picked up by a Cambridge s tu d e n t  (Anthony
Hammond, f u tu r e  M. P., man of affa irs , and minor poet), 
d isgu ised  as his "Cousin Jack ,"  and insta lled  in his
college rooms. The im posture , and S u san n a 's  u n iv e rs i ty  
education, were prolonged by some months. At leng th , 
Hammond s e n t  h e r  away to seek  h e r  fame and fo r tu n e  in 
London. Mottley places th e  inc iden t before  th e  f i r s t  two 
"m arriages,"  which he goes o u t  of h is  way to d iscred it .  
He d e sc r ib e s  h e r  as "m arried, o r  something like it"  to  the  
nephew of Sir S tephen  Fox, whom Carroll merely 
"succeeded  in he r  Affections."00
Mottley also says  th a t  a t  Cambridge, C entlivre  " learned  to fence, and
s tud ied  grammar and the  te rm s of logic, rh e to r ic  and e th ic s ."81 He
adds, "From h e r  f i r s t  coming to London, she  took care  to improve
both the  Charms of h e r  person  and h e r  Genius; she  le a rn t  F ren ch.
and read a g re a t  deal of Poetry  especially, b u t  s tud ied  Men as well
as Books."82
The la s t  account of C en tliv re 's  ea r ly  life which may be based on 
f i r s th a n d  knowledge is found in William Rufus Chetwood's The British 
T hea tre  (1750). He ag re e s  th a t  S u sa n n a 's  f a th e r 's  name was Freeman, 
and th a t  the  family was "Respectable,"  b u t  he a s s e r t s  th a t  he r  
education could be a t t r ib u te d  " in tire ly  to h e r  own In d u s t ry ,  and the  
Assistance of a Neighboring French Gentleman, who so much admired 
h e r  sp r ig h t ly  Wit and Manner, th a t  he undertook  to in s t r u c t  h e r  in 
th e  French Language."03 Consequently , sh e  could read Moliere before  
she  was twelve. Like Mottley, Chetwood has  Centlivre  leaving home 
to escape  a wicked s tepm other a f te r  th e  death  of h e r  f a th e r  b u t  
in s tead  of going to Cambridge, he has th e  te en a g e r  joining a band of
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s tro lling  p layers . According to him, the  neophy te  a c t r e s s  specialized 
in male roles: "She had a small Wen on h e r  le f t  Eye lid, which gave
h e r  a Masculine Air."84 Chetwood, who knew C entlivre  personally , 
claims the  p layw righ t died "in th e  56th Year of h e r  Age."85
What a re  we to make of th e se  c o n trad ic to ry  "fa iry  ta les"?  At th is  
point, none of th ese  ve rs ions  can be p roved  o r  d isp roved  so we can 
only ta lk  in term s of probab ility  and ed u ca ted  speculation. Most of 
the  ev idence  ind ica tes  th a t  Centlivre  was born  sometime between 1667 
and 1677, Chetwood's s ta tem en t of h e r  age  a t  death  would p u t  her 
b ir th d a te  a t  1667; however, th e  ed ito r  of h e r  Works claims sh e  died 
"when she  was near fo r ty - f iv e  Years old," which p u ts  i t  between 1677 
and 1678. Also, th e  ed ito r  mentions th a t  sh e  wrote h e r  f i r s t  play at 
tw enty , giving us a da te  sometime before  1680.86 There  also seems to 
be general agreem ent on C entliv re 's  b ir thp lace ; all of h e r  early  
b io g rap h e rs  except Abel Boyer connec t h e r  with Holbeach, a small 
m arket town near  the  Wash, in the  Fen d i s t r ic t  of Lincolnshire. The 
Flying Post fo r Ju n e  21-23, 1716, r e fe r s  to "Mrs. Centlivre, who was 
Born a t  Holbeach."87 Parish  reco rd s  a t Holbeach d o n 't  mention her, 
however, which has lead to speculation th a t  she  was born  elsewhere, 
possibly in Ire land . But John Wilson Bowyer, whose 1952 b iography  
of th e  d ram atis t seems to be th e  only work of i t s  kind th u s  far, 
points ou t th a t  a  "num ber of Freem ans lived in Holbeach in the  
second half of th e  sev en teen th  cen tu ry ,  some of whom must have  been 
S usanna  C en tliv re 's  re la tives  fo r we have  convincing ev idence  she  
v is ited  Holbeach in 1716 and in 1718."08 Indeed , many modern 
scho lars  accep t Holbeach as the  most likely b ir thp lace  because  i t  is
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known th a t  Centlivre made f r e q u e n t  t r ip s  th e re  d u r in g  h e r  life. 
Given all th e  evidence, Centlivre has been ten ta tive ly  identified  as 
Susanna, the  d a u g h te r  of William and Anne Freeman, who was baptized 
on November 20, 1669, in th e  pa rish  ch u rch  of Whaplode, Lincolnshire.
All th e  ear ly  accounts  ag ree  th a t  S usanna  lost one or both 
p a re n ts  a t  an ear ly  age. Jacob a v e r s  h e r  fa th e r  died when she  was 
th ree ; he r  mother before  she  was twelve. Mottley says  he r  mother 
died when she  was a child, and her  f a th e r  rem arried  b u t  died, leaving 
his d a u g h te r  to th e  te n d e r  mercies of a stepm other. Chetwood 
confirms th a t  the  te en ag e r  le ft  home upon h e r  f a th e r 's  death  to 
escape abuse  by h e r  stepm other. Bowyer su g g e s ts  th a t  S u san n a 's  
fa th e r  died when she  was th ree , and h e r  mother rem arried , b u t  died 
when th e  child was twelve. Her s te p fa th e r  then  rem arried .09 I t  
seems possible th a t  Centlivre  may have been the  d a u g h te r  of one 
Edward Freeman, a yeoman of Holbeach, Lincolnshire, whose will, dated  
March 4, 1673, was proved  Ju n e  23, 1674. He le f t  his wife, Susanna, 
as executrix  of a small e s ta te ,  and bequea thed  tw enty  sh illings to his 
d a u g h te r ,  Susanna, the  yo u n g es t of six ch ild ren .90 If th is  Freeman 
was C entliv re 's  fa th e r ,  he did indeed  die  when she  was th re e  or 
th e reab o u ts ,  as the  accounts  claim. W hatever the  case, i t  seems likely 
Susanna  was o rphaned  because  she  made no mention of h e r  family o r  
connections in he r  la te r  life.91
The early  ve rs ions  of he r  life ind ica te  th a t  th e  p layw righ t had 
little  o r  no formal education as a child. (But the  accounts  of Mottley 
and Chetwood mention C entliv re 's  ear ly  exposure  to French , and her  
w orks indica te  she  did have a knowledge of th a t  language .)  This
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handicap would seem to have been remedied if we believe Mottley's 
account of "Cousin Jack 's"  s tay  a t Cambridge. His tale would 
cer ta in ly  qualify as  a "gay A dventure ."  Bowyer su g g es ts  th a t  in view 
of Mottley's detailed knowledge of o th e r  a sp ec ts  of C entliv re 's  ca ree r ,  
Boyer's allusion to "gay A dven tu res"  and a poem by Anthony Hammond 
ad d re ssed  to A straea (S usanna 's  poetic pseudonym) th a t  probably  
da tes  from th i r ty  y e a rs  p rio r  to i ts  publication, we cannot dismiss the  
alleged ev en t  ou t of hand. The chronology would be c o r re c t  if th e  
inc iden t took place d u r in g  Hammond's u n d e rg ra d u a te  days  (1684-85). 
Towards the  end of h e r  life, Centlivre and Hammond were members of 
what may have been an informal l i te ra ry  club, and she co n tr ib u ted  
poems to a miscellany of his; p e rh ap s  they  had known each o th e r  
before ,02 However, th e re  is no actual proof the  Cambridge a d v e n tu re  
took place, especially as  the  o th e r  b io g rap h e rs  con trad ic t  it. The 
most likely possibility is th a t  Mottley's s to ry  is based on a kernel of 
t ru th  much em broidered to make a "tall tale." But c u r r e n t  
scholarsh ip  canno t say  how much is fact, how much fiction.
The same holds t ru e  fo r Chetwood's a sse r tion  th a t  th e  young
runaway joined a t ro u p e  of stro lling p layers  a t Stamford (only 25
miles from Holbeach). Mottley also makes th is  claim; Bowyer su g g e s ts
th a t  S usanna  may a lready  have been a pe rfo rm er when s h e  met
Anthony Hammond. He poin ts  out th a t  stro lling  companies were plying
th e ir  t ra d e  in th a t  v ic inity  about th a t  time and su g g e s ts  she  may
have been a member of John Power’s band
who had a p p aren tly  taken  o v e r  the  Newmarket company 
from Robert P a rke r  by 1687. The company would 
normally have been perform ing in th e  towns of 
Lincolnshire, Norfolkshire, and th e reab o u ts .  Not f a r  from
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Stamford a re  Somersham, th e  home of Anthony Hammond, 
and Cambridge, a t  both of which S usanna  may have acted 
and a t  e i th e r  of which sh e  may have  a t t r a c te d  th e  young 
s tu d e n t 's  fancy . Her skill in male p a r t s  may have 
su g g es ted  th e  m asquerade, o r  h e r  su ccess fu l m asquerade  
a t Cambridge may have su g g es te d  h e r  su itab il i ty  fo r male 
roles.03
Again, i t  is  p robable  th a t  th e  accoun ts  of C entlivre  as a novice 
a c t r e s s  have some basis  in fact. However, F. P. Lock notes, "[T ]here  
is too much improbability and inconsis tency  in [these] accoun ts  fo r us 
to re c o n s tru c t  them in detail,"  p e rh a p s  because th e  d ram atis t  h e rse lf  
"was ev idently  anxious to p re v e n t  such  s to r ie s  from becoming 
public ."94
Of the  next phase of C en tliv re 's  somewhat " i r re g u la r"  life, he r  
two m arriages, we have no record  a t  all. Mottley dec la res  the  
te en a g e r  "was m arried, o r  something like it; in th e  s ix teen th  Year of 
h e r  Age; but, w he ther  by Death, o r  w h a tever  Accident i t  happened, 
they  lived not to g e th e r  above one Year." He say s  she  "m arried"  Mr. 
Fox, a nephew of Sir S tephen  Fox. Although Jacob has h e r  married 
before  she  was fifteen, he ag rees  th a t  Susanna  "m arried"  Mr. Fox, and 
th a t  they  lived to g e th e r  fo r one year. Most of th e  ear ly  accoun ts  a re  
in agreem ent th a t  a f te r  Mr. Fox le f t  th e  scene  "by  Death, o r  w ha tever 
Accident," Centlivre m arried an army officer called Carroll. They 
ap p aren tly  lived to g e th e r  in a " reg u la r"  m arriage fo r  a y ea r  and a 
half until Carroll was killed in a duel.95 That C entlivre  had legalized 
h e r  union with Mr. Carroll is  ev id en t  from h e r  m arriage  license to 
Joseph  Centlivre which re fe rs  to h e r  as "S usannah  Caroll a ls  Rawkins 
. . . Widdow." This may have given Abel Boyer th e  idea  th a t  the  
p layw righ t 's  maiden name was Rawkins; Bowyer, however, s u g g e s ts
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th a t  he r  f a th e r 's  name was Freeman, and th a t  "Rawkins" is an alias 
fo r  Carroll.96
W hatever "gay A dven tu res"  the  youthfu l p layw righ t may have 
had, we know th a t  she  was in London by March of 1700. Like Aphra 
Behn upon h e r  r e tu rn  from Antwerp, C entlivre  was throw n en tire ly  
upon h e r  own re so u rces  to make her  way in the  world. Like Behn, 
also, she  tu rn e d  to h e r  pen. Somehow sh e  had made the  acquain tance  
of severa l w rite rs ,  among them Abel Boyer and Tom Brown. At the  
tu rn  of the  c en tu ry ,  collections of miscellaneous le t te r s  were popular, 
and both men took ad v an tag e  of the  t re n d .  On May 11, 1700, a 
collection of Familiar and Courtly  Lett e r s , ed ited  by Tom Brown, was 
published  in which S usanna  made h e r  d e b u t  in p r in t .  The volume 
contains seven  le t te r s  to and from her, five of which a re  conventional 
amatory le t te r s  between C entlivre  and an unknown co rre sp o n d en t.  (At 
th is  time, she  was known as Mrs. Carroll.)
That same month Abel Boyer wrote h e r  su g g es t in g  th a t  she  write  
an e legy for Dryden who had ju s t  died and unaccountably  nominating 
the  v ir tua l unknown to  be his successo r .  She replied  th a t  sh e  wished 
she  had the  gen ius  of Aphra Behn o r  Katharine Philips to d e se rv e  
Boyer 's  nomination; she  h e rse lf  believed F a rq u h a r  should in h e r i t  the  
lau re ls  as the  living poet who had b e s t  pleased the  Town. She also 
said she  ag reed  with F a rq u h a r  th a t  " th e  main design of Comedy is to 
make us lau g h ."97 This a t t i tu d e  was to be the  guiding princip le  
underly ing  most of h e r  plays.
She obviously took Boyer’s  advice fo r sh e  was one of six women 
who co n tr ib u ted  to a collection of elegies on D ryden 's  death  called
159
The Nine Muses th a t  was p r in ted  in Septem ber of 1700. Her
collaborators  inc luded women p layw righ ts : Mrs. Delariviere Manley;
Lady Sarah Piers o r  Peirce; Mrs. Sarah  Field (Mrs. Sarah  Fyge 
Egerton); Mrs. Mary Pix, and C atherine  T ro tte r .  Unlike Behn, 
Centlivre  did not have to wage a one-woman war on th e  bastions  of 
male privilege; sh e  had close f r ie n d sh ip s  with severa l o th e r  women 
whose ambitions matched her  own, su ch  as Mary Pix and Jane  
Wiseman.
That ambition was to es tab lish  h e rse lf  as a professional w ri te r  
in a  man's world th a t  was still e ssen tia l ly  hostile  to feminine 
in tru s io n .  Like Behn, C entlivre  was more o r  le ss  compelled to take  a 
s tan d  because she  had to su p p o r t  herse lf .  Like Behn, also, she 
discovered  th a t  p layw riting  su ited  h e r  own ta len ts  and was more 
lu c ra t iv e  than o th e r  l i te ra ry  venues. Thus, in le ss  than  a  y ea r  a f te r  
h e r  a rr iva l  in London, (if we accep t th a t  sh e  did not g e t  th e re  much 
before  March 1700), h e r  f i r s t  play went on the  boards.
I t  was a d iff icu lt  time for e s tab lish ed  p layw righ ts ,  much le ss  an 
unknown novice. The v es t ig es  of th e  th e a t re  th a t  A phra Behn had 
known were in an uneasy  tran s i t io n  tow ards  th e  g e n re s  th a t  would 
even tua lly  dominate th e  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  s tage . P a r t  of th e  change 
was due  to a new moral climate u n d e r  William and Mary. Even before  
Jerem y Collier's notorious A Sh ort  View (1698), th e re  had been 
a ttem pts  to re in s ta te  th e  au th o r i ty  of th e  Master of th e  Revels to 
c en so r  plays. Early e f fo r ts  were la rg e ly  ineffectual b u t  tow ards  the  
end  of the  f i r s t  decade of the  e ig h teen th  c e n tu ry ,  th e  cen so r  seemed 
to  be back in bus iness .
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Like th e  moral climate, th e  audience, too, was changing . No 
longer confined to C ourt c liques  and th e i r  h a n g e rs -o n ,  people were 
becoming more bourgeois, more middle-class. They were "becoming 
more in te re s te d  in politics, science, and t rad e .  In th e ir  in te r e s t s  they  
had been sh if t ing  from th e  c o u r t  to the  town, from c o u r t  amusements 
to  p a r ty  co n tro v e rs ies ,  from le isu re  to b u s in e s s ." 98 The new 
playgoing public  was a le ss  homogeneous g ro u p  than  i t s  Restoration 
co u n te rp a r t .  T as tes  had also changed . The t r e n d  fo r  fa rc e  begun in 
Behn's  e ra  con tinued  to  grow, and d ram atis ts  also had to  con tend  with 
the  popular appeal of opera , pantomime and spec tac les . Consequently , 
most p layw righ ts  w ere  s t ru g g l in g ,  handicapped  by th e  fac t  th a t  with 
a  more d iv e rse  clientele, i t  was ha rd  to  know exactly  w hat would 
please. When C entlivre  began  h e r  p layw riting  ca ree r ,  no dominant, 
s u re - f i r e  dram atic  form e n su re d  success .  As a re su lt ,  C entlivre  
sp e n t  th e  f i r s t  severa l  y e a r s  of h e r  c a r e e r  experim enting with 
d if fe ren t  g e n re s  in an a ttem pt to hit upon th e  magic form ula fo r  
success .
Her f i r s t  thea tr ica l  e f fo r t  was The P e r ju re d  Husband perform ed 
a t  D rury Lane in th e  fall of 1700 and pub lished  on October 22. Billed 
as  a trag ed y , th e  play was actually  a tragicom edy, combining a 
conventional lo v e -v e rs u s -h o n o r  plot with a comic su b p lo t  of an 
a ttem pted  cuckolding rem iniscent of Restoration comedies. 
In te re s t in g ly ,  th e  play had resonances  of Behn's  Rover, tak ing  place 
in Venice d u r in g  carn ival time when fe s t iv e  d isg u ises  and decep tions  
o ffered  th e  d ram atis t  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r comic s i tu a t io n s  and in t r ig u e  
in th e  su b p lo t.99 Like Behn also, C entlivre  a ttem p ts  to p re s e n t  two
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d iffe ren t  g en re s  in one, flying in th e  face of contem porary  contem pt 
fo r  "b a s ta rd "  g e n re s  like tragicomedy. According to th e  p re face  to 
th e  play, ” [I]t  went off with general app lause;"  however, no o th e r  
perform ances a re  recorded  although i ts  plot was used by la te r  
w r i te r s .100 P erhaps  th is  is why, like Behn, Centlivre  abandoned th e  
tra g ic  mode and tu rn e d  to comedy as more congenial to h e r  ta len ts .
Not su rp r is in g ly ,  the  newcomer found he rse lf  victim of the  same 
a t ta ck s  Behn had su ffe red .  The play, which had been published  
u n d e r  h e r  married name of Carroll, came u n d e r  f ire  fo r the  supposed  
indecency  of the  comic subplot, p a r ticu la r ly  in th e  speeches  of Lady 
Pizalto, the  ad u lte ro u s  wife. In th e  p reface  to th e  p r in ted  edition, an 
annoyed Centlivre  pointed ou t th a t  if the  th e a t re  meant to m irror 
"real life," then  i t  would be lud icrous  to p u t  psalms in th e  mouth of 
a woman planning to violate he r  m arriage vows. Furtherm ore , as Behn 
had a sse r te d  before  her, if the  re fo rm ers  wanted to change  the  
m anners and morals of the  s tage , they  should look f i r s t  to reforming 
th e  society which the  drama merely reflec ted .
That the  movement fo r the  reform of th e  s tag e  had made some 
headway, p a r ticu la r ly  as the  bourgeoisie  began to in f i l t ra te  audiences, 
is a p p a re n t  from th e  prologue and epilogue to The P e r ju red  H usband , 
which mention it. That Centlivre h e rse lf  was acute ly  aware of i t  is 
ev idenced  by a poem she  wrote to George Farquhar:
For s ince  the  learned  Collier f i r s t  e ssay 'd
To teach  Religion to th e  Rhiming Trade,
I'll teach Thee Language in a p leasan t stile:
Which, w ithout Smut, can make an Audience smile.
Let fall no word th a t  may offend th e  Fair;
O bserve Decorums, d re s s  th y  T hough ts  with Air;
Go—lay th e  Plot, which Vertue shall adorn;
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Thus spoke th e  Muse; and th u s  d id s t  Thou pe rfo rm .101 
This poem, "To Mr. F a rq u h a r  u pon his Comedy call 'd A Trip  to the  
Jubilee,"  also in itia ted  a co rre sp o n d en ce  between the  two p layw righ ts .  
When the  second volume of Tom Brown’s collection of Familiar and 
Courtly L e tte rs  was published  in May 1701, i t  inc luded  a section called 
"A Pacquet from Will's," ( the  famous coffeehouse), th a t  contained 
seven  le t te r s  between C entlivre  ("A straea") and F a rq u h a r  ("Celadon"). 
In them, "Celadon" t r ie s  to tempt "A straea" to sleep with him b u t  is 
"firmly bu t goodna tu red ly"  r e fu s e d .102
Other co rre sp o n d en ce  between F a rq u h a r  and C entlivre  a re  
included in Abel Boyer's  collection of L e tte rs  of Wit. Politics, and 
Morality published  in Ju ly  1701.103 Other co n tr ib u to rs  were  Samuel 
Garth, William Burnaby, John Oldmixon, Charles Gildon, Mrs. Jane  
Wiseman, and Boyer himself.104 Those le t t e r s  involving Centlivre, who 
was still s ty ling  h e rse lf  "Mrs.Carroll," fall in to  two g ro u p s .  F irs t,  a 
se r ie s  of 22 le t te r s  a re  exchanged between "Celadon," "A straea" and 
"Chloe." "Astraea" is Mrs. Carroll, and "Celadon" has been identified  
as Captain William Ayloffe, sometime w rite r  and a fr iend  of Tom Brown. 
(Bowyer notes  th a t  C entlivre  "no doub t d es ired  to a t t r a c t  a t ten tion  by 
imitating Mrs. Behn in calling herse lf  A straea and h e r  c o rre sp o n d e n t  
Celadon.")105 "Celadon" pens most of th e  le t te r s  in an a ttem pt to 
seduce  "Astraea," who d isco v e rs  he a lready  has a m istress, "Chloe." 
Then th e  two women gang up on "Celadon." The o th e r  
co rrespondence  is  composed of various  l e t t e r s  between members of the  
l i te ra ry  g roup , inc lud ing  the  le t t e r  containing C en tliv re 's  poem to 
F a rq u h a r  which sh e  a sk s  Boyer to pass  on to  him. The next two
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l e t te r s  a re  from C entlivre  ("A straea") and F a rq u h a r  ("Damon"). Two 
complimentary poems ad d re ssed  to F a rq u h a r  by Centlivre follow the  
le t te r ,  as does a  complimentary poem to S usanna  h e rse lf  by Jane 
Wiseman. A le t t e r  from Boyer en d s  th e  se r ie s  in which he writes to 
Centlivre th a t  she  has "gain 'd  a  v ic to r 's  Right o 're  me as well as 
Celadon." In te re s t in g ly ,  Bowyer te lls  u s  th a t  Charles Ustick 
challenged Ayloffe to  a duel, th e  outcome of which is a  m ystery . The 
b io g rap h e r  say s  th a t  a lthough th e  le t te r s  in Boyer's  collection may 
have been w ritten  with publication in mind, if they were all "p u re  
fiction, th is  question  would probably  have been an sw ered ."106
At th is  po in t in h e r  career ,  Centlivre  was firmly es tab lished  in 
London. Her connections with o th e r  w rite rs  had a lready  gotten  he r  
in to  p r in t  and on the  s tage . Abel Boyer and Tom Brown had 
published  h e r  le t te rs ;  Boyer had helped g e t  The P e r ju red  Husband 
produced . In addition to those  a lready  mentioned with whom she 
co rresponded , she  had also probably  met Richard Steele, Nicholas Rowe 
and Charles Johnson, as well as o th e rs  with whom she  would be 
associated  la te r . She knew the  perfo rm ers  of the  time and would 
develop close re la tionsh ips  with Anne Oldfield and Robert Wilks.107
C en tliv re 's  second play, The Beau's Duel, was s taged  a t  Lincoln’s 
Inn  Fields abou t Ju n e  1702 and p rin ted  Ju ly  8. While C entlivre 's  
name is no t on th e  title  page  of th e  p r in ted  edition, the  dedication is 
p roudly  s igned "Mrs. Susanna  Carroll," and the  prologue re fe rs  to 
"Our Female A uthor." The War of the  Spanish  Succession had begun 
when England decla red  war on France and Spain in May, and The 
Beau 's  Duel re f lec ts  th e  popular s u p p o r t  th e  War had engendered . A
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comedy s e t  in London, the  play is  a d is t in c t  improvement o v e r  The 
P e r ju red  Husband as  C entlivre  b r in g s  h e r  comedic ta len ts  to b ea r  on 
contem porary  issues . The moral tone of The Beau's Duel is also an 
improvement over Husba n d 's  ad u lte ro u s  subplo t, re flec ting  th e  
changes  taking place in comedy.108 While th e  p layw righ t has not fully 
developed the  social co n ce rn s  th a t  would dominate her la te r  plays, F. 
P. Lock calls The Beau's  Duel " the  f i r s t  ch a rac te r is t ic  express ion  of 
C entliv re 's  a r t . " 109 I t s  initial perform ance was repeated  a t  Lincoln's 
Inn Fields in the  autumn, with a rev ival a t  D rury Lane on April 11, 
1785. However, the  comedy was essen tia lly  dead to the  s tag e  within 
a y ea r  of i ts  p rem iere .110
With C entliv re 's  th ird  play came a d e libe ra te  e ffo r t  to conceal the  
sex of i ts  au thor: The H eiress , perform ed a t Lincoln's Inn Fields on
December 31, 1702, was published anonymously on Jan u a ry  19, 1703, 
as The Stolen H eiress. Both the  dedication and prologue s u g g e s t  th e  
a u th o r  is male. Women in Behn's time had often re s o r te d  to 
p resen tin g  th e ir  plays as the  works of men, Behn herse lf  occasionally 
doing so, b u t  in th e  f i r s t  few years  of th e  e igh teen th  cen tu ry ,  the  
hostility  toward women p layw righ ts  seemed to have abated  somewhat 
due  to a movement th a t  advocated more equality  fo r  women. T ha t is 
p robab ly  why Centlivre  fe lt  f ree  to  acknowledge au th o rsh ip  of he r  
f i r s t  two plays. However, th is  push  to im prove the  s ta tu s  of women 
c rea ted  a  backlash of conserva tive  opposition so th a t  by th e  time 
Queen Anne ascended the  th ro n e  in 1702, th e  hostility  toward women 
w rite rs  was even g re a te r  than  be fo re .111 Consequently , many of 
C entliv re 's  succeeding  plays were published  anonymously.
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The Stolen H eiress , a n o th e r  tragicom edy, examines th e  ty ra n n y  
of p a re n ts  in both th e  trag ic  plot and i t s  comic subplo t. As in The 
P e r ju red  Husband. Centlivre  a ttem pts  to in te g ra te  th e  e levated  tone 
of t ra g e d y  with the  realism of i ts  comic c o u n te rp a r t  bu t, as  Lock 
o b serves , "[T]he realistic  trea tm en t of th e  subp lo t makes us im patient 
with th e  artificial main p lo t ."112 The audience may have fe lt  th e  same 
way; th e  play does no t seem to have been revived.
Centlivre  had b e t te r  luck with h e r  next play. The farcical
comedy, Love 's  Contrivance, perform ed a t  D rury Lane on Ju n e  4, 1703,
ran  fo r th re e  n ig h ts  and  was occasionally rev ived  up until 1726.113
Like The Stolen Heiress, i t  was published  anonymously excep t fo r  the
initials  "R. M." appended  to  th e  dedication. Two days  a f te r  i ts
publication on J u n e  14, Centlivre p u t  a  notice in The Daily C ouran t:
Whereas th e  la s t  new comedy called Love's Contrivance; 
or: Le Medecin Maigre Lui. has th e  two le t te r s  R M to the  
dedication. This is to give notice th a t  the  name of the  
au th o r  (who fo r some reasons  is  not willing to  be known 
a t p re sen t)  does not begin with those  two l e t t e r s .114
S usanna  was a n g ry  indeed  with th e  tr ick  she  a t t r ib u te d  to th e
pub lisher,  b u t  i t  was not until 1706 th a t  she  acknowledged her
au th o rsh ip  of the  play in the  dedication to The Platonic Lady, in
which she  claims th a t  "pass ing  fo r  a Man’s," Love 's  Contr ivance was
v e ry  successfu l. Clearly, sh e  was f r u s t r a te d  th a t  sh e  was compelled
to conceal h e r  sex because of un reasonab le  p re ju d ice  but, like Behn,
her life depended  on pleasing h e r  audiences, no m atter how bigoted
and unfa ir  they  were.
T hat she  was more concerned  with making an hones t  living than  
in w riting  plays th a t  f it  a rb i t r a ry  formulas is made a p p a re n t  in h e r
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preface  to  Love's Contrivance in which she  s ta te s  he r  dramatic 
theories. While C entlivre  pays  homage to neoclassical p rincip les , she  
points  ou t th a t  popular successes , such  as F a rq u h a r ’s Trip  to th e  
Jub ilee , please th e  Town j u s t  as well with all th e i r  " I r reg u la r i t ie s ,"  
so why to r tu re  oneself  with ru les  when the  Town p re fe r s  wit and 
humor? This is th e  pragmatism of a professional. Collier’s  in fluence  
can be seen in h e r  assertion  th a t  she  endeavored  to w rite  modestly, 
to avoid any th in g  th a t  might offend th e  innocent. She also 
acknowledges h e r  d e b t  to Moliere and ends  by a t t r ib u t in g  much of the  
p lay 's  success  to the  perform ers.
Thus fa r  in h e r  ca ree r ,  Centlivre  had experim ented with d if fe ren t  
g en re s  in a ttem pts  to h it  upon th e  one th a t  would b e s t  please th e  
uncerta in  ta s te  of th e  Town. Out of h e r  f i r s t  fo u r  plays, th e  farce, 
Love's C ontrivance , had been th e  only success . F. P. Lock o b serv es  
tha t,  "A r e c u r r e n t  fa ilu re  in th e se  ear ly  plays is C en tliv re 's  inability  
to forge  the  se p a ra te  elem ents in to  a co h eren t whole," a r e c u r r in g  
problem th ro u g h o u t  h e r  c a re e r .115 (This, i t  may be remembered, was 
also Aphra Behn's problem.) However, with h e r  f if th  play, S usanna  
s t ru c k  gold.
Over a y e a r  had elapsed between th e  production  of Love's 
Contrivance (1703) and th e  d e b u t  of The Gamester in J a n u a ry  1705 a t  
Lincoln's Inn Fields. In th a t  time, the  new direction comedy was to 
take  became manifest. Richard S tee le 's  "moral" play, The Lying Lover, 
was produced  a t  D rury Lane in December 1703. At th e  beginning  of 
th e  next year, two royal proclamations were is su ed  concern ing  th e  
regulation of th e  s tage . One decreed  th a t  "no play, new o r  old, no
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song, prologue o r  epilogue be p re sen ted  on the  s tag e  w ithout being 
f i r s t  licensed by th e  Master of the  Revels;" th e  o th e r  commanded the  
Master of the  Revels to be "carefu l in th e  p e ru s in g  and  licensing of 
p lays."  The season following th ese  ed ic ts  saw th e  production  of two 
"moral" comedies even  more successfu l than  The Lying Lover: Colley
C ibber 's  The Careless Husband p roduced  a t  Drury Lane in December 
1704; and C en tliv re 's  The Gamester. 116
The Gamester r e p re s e n ts  a  d is t in c t  b reak  from i ts  p red ecesso rs .  
I t ' s  a social comedy whose avowed p u rp o se  is to expose th e  re ign ing  
vice of gambling in th e  reform ation of i ts  t i tu la r  c h a rac te r .  
Heretofore, C en tliv re 's  p lays had re flec ted  h e r  belief th a t  the  pu rpose  
of drama was en te r ta in m en t b u t  with th is  work she  does a complete 
about-face. As h e r  dedication to  th e  play makes clear, she  accep ts  
Collier's a rgum en t th a t  " th e  f i r s t  in te n t  of Plays" should  be to 
recommend v ir tu e  and a t tack  vice. Accordingly, th e  gam ester, Valere, 
s inks  fu r th e r  and f u r th e r  in to  deg rada tion  because of his compulsive 
gambling, b u t  the  play has th e  usual "sentim ental"  end ing  in which 
the  prodigal is reformed, and ev ery o n e  lives happily  e v e r  a f te r .  I t  
is  a measure of how much the  face of comedy had changed  since 
Behn's time th a t  The Gamester was a complete hit. I t s  f i r s t  
perform ance is not recorded , b u t  i t  was published  "as i t  is  th is  Day 
acted  the  twelfth time" on F eb ru a ry  22, 1705, and was rev ived  
numerous times, with occasional perform ances as la te  as  1756.117
Despite th e  fac t th a t  C entliv re 's  next play p u rp o r ted  to  continue  
he r  a ttack  on the  vice of gambling, The Basset Table, p roduced  
November 20, 1705, a t  Drury Lane, ran  fo r  only fo u r  n ig h ts  and  was
n ev er  rev ived . The Gamester had been published  anonymously, and 
when th e  p r in ted  edition of The Basset Table came o u t  November 21, 
i t  was signed  "by  th e  Author of The Gamester." (No doubt, Centlivre 
hoped to capitalize on the  popularity  of h e r  la s t  play.) Again, in he r  
uns igned  dedication, she  claims to want to  expose the  evils  of gaming, 
b u t  she  p u ts  le ss  em phasis  on moralizing, more on comedy, in th is  
play than in i ts  p redecesso r . In sp ite  of C en tliv re 's  a p p a ren t  
dedication to use  th e  s tag e  as a forum fo r  moral reform, sh e  still came 
u n d e r  f ire  fo r  " indecency ,"  most notably from one A rth u r  Bedford, a 
Bristol clergym an, who was Jerem y Collier's "chief he ir  in th e  f ig h t  
ag a in s t  th e  th e a te r ."  In his t re a t is e ,  The Evil and Danger of S tage-  
Plavs (1706), he accuses  both The Gamester and The Basset Table of 
g lorify ing what th ey  p u rp o r t  to c o rrec t .  He also in d ic ts  them for 
mocking in s t i tu t io n s  like religion and  m arr iage .110
Bedford may have been partia lly  r ig h t  abou t C en tliv re 's  s ta b s  a t 
moral reform. That h e r  change of h e a r t  about the  aim of comedy may 
have been motivated to  some ex ten t  by th e  vagar ies  of public  ta s te  
is  su g g es te d  by h e r  happy en d in g s  and  the  fac t  th a t  a f te r  a b rie f  
fling with moralizing comedy, she  re tu rn e d  to th e  kind she  had 
prac ticed  ea r l ie r  in The Beau's Duel. Her sev en th  play, Love a t  a 
V en tu re , a  comedy with no moral p re tensions , was o ffered  to Colley 
Cibber who re jec ted  it. (C ibber came u n d e r  f ire  in 1707 when his The 
Double Gallant was p roduced. He called i t  a new play b u t  i t  was c lear  
he had borrowed th e  basic s to ry  from Love a t  a V enture .) The play 
was perform ed a t  Bath by John Power's t rav e lin g  company, th e  Duke 
of G rafton 's  Men, in 1706. According to  Mottley, S usanna  joined the
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tro u p e  and perform ed in h e r  own comedy.119 No doub t i t  was
financial necessity  th a t  d rove  the  p layw righ t to  th is  expediency.
Playwriting, a ten u o u s  profession  a t any time, was p a rticu la r ly  so a t  
th e  beginning of th e  e ig h teen th  c e n tu ry  fo r reasons  a lready
d iscussed . Of all C en tliv re 's  p lays th u s  fa r ,  only The Gamester had 
seen a sixth n ig h t .120
Although Centlivre  may have been compelled to take  up the  
s tro lling  life (again?), h e r  so journ  with Power's company changed  he r  
life. The company perform ed for th e  c o u r t  a t  Windsor where,
according to Mottley, S u san n a  "p u t  on h e r  b reech es  again, and  acted 
th e  p a r t  of Alexander th e  Great, in th e  t ra g e d y  of th a t  name. She 
played th is  p a r t  i t  seems to g re a t  p e rfec t io n ."121 She a t t r a c te d  th e  
a tten tion  of Joseph Centlivre, one of Queen A nne's  cooks, whom she  
would la te r  marry.
Meanwhile, back in London, Love a t  a V enture  was published  with 
th e  a ttr ibu tion  "by  th e  A uthor of The Gamester," and C entliv re 's  
e igh th  play, The Platonic Lady, debu ted  a t  th e  Queen’s T hea ter  in the  
Haymarket November 25, 1706. The piece had a d isappoin ting  ru n  of 
only four n ig h ts  and  was n ev e r  rev ived . Lock d e sc r ib e s  i t  as  
"an o th er  v a r ia n t  on w hat is by now a familiar comic p a t te rn :  a main
plot with two pa irs  of co n tra s t in g  lo v e rs  and su b s id ia ry  humor 
c h a ra c te rs  provid ing  comedy of a b ro ad e r  k in d ."122 The play was 
published December 9, i ts  c re a to r  designa ted  as " the  Author of The 
Gamester, and Love's C ontrivance ." The necess ity  to  conceal h e r  sex 
and the  criticism h e r  p lays had evoked had become too much for 
Centlivre. The uns igned  dedication of The Platonic Lady, ironically
ti t led  "To all th e  Generous E ncouragers  of Female In g e n u ity, th is  Play 
is Humbly Dedicated,"123 is a b i t te r  o u tb u r s t  of resen tm en t ag a in s t  the  
trea tm en t she  had received fo r being a female w rite r .  Like Behn, she 
complains th a t  h e r  w orks a re  successfu l enough when taken  to be a 
man's, "But if by chance  the  Plot's d isco v e r 'd ,  and th e  Brat found 
Fa therless , immediately i t  flags in th e  Opinion of those  th a t  extoll'd 
i t  before, and th e  Bookseller falls in h is Price, with th is  Reason only, 
I t  is  a Woman’s "(2). In an eer ie  echo of an in c iden t A phra  Behn 
mentions in h e r  "Epistle  to the  Reader" before  The Dutch Lo v e r , in 
which she  d e sc r ib e s  how a fop publicly  condemned h e r  play s ig h t  
unseen  because i t  was w ritten  by a woman,124 Centlivre  re la te s  th a t  
a " sp a rk ,"  who had seen The Gamest e r  th re e  o r  fo u r  times "and lik 'd  
i t  extremely," upon being told th e  a u th o r  was a woman, " th rew  down 
the  Book, and  p u t  up his Money, saying , he had sp e n t  too much a f te r  
i t  a lready  and was s u r e  if th e  Town had known th a t,  i t  wou'd n ev er  
have ru n  ten  days"  (2). Like Behn, also, S usanna  r e s e n ts  th a t  being 
forced  to conceal h e r  iden ti ty  robs  h e r  of " th a t  which in s p i re s  the  
Poet, Praise" (2). After re fe rr in g  to th e  p u b l ish e r 's  t r ic k  of s igning  
"R. M." to th e  dedication of Love's Contrivance, she  goes on to make 
the  same a rgum en t Behn did; namely, th a t  th e re  was no reason  why 
a woman could not w rite  as well as a  man. Like Aphra, sh e  u p b ra id s  
those  of h e r  own sex fo r  th e ir  fa ilu re  to su p p o r t  th e  e f fo r t s  of one 
of th e i r  own and en d s  h e r  d ia tr ibe  by pointing ou t th e  achievem ents  
of women in th e  a r t s  and in war with p a r t ic u la r  re fe ren ce  to  Queen 
Anne, " th is  Miracle, the  Glory of o u r  Sex"(2).
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Centlivre must have  been d iscouraged  and a n g ry  a t  th is  point 
in h e r  ca ree r .  Of th e  e ig h t  p lays she  had w ritten , only one had been 
a  popular success . Most of he r  w orks had been published  
anonymously, and financial necessity  had d riven  h e r  to tre a d  the  
boards. P erhaps  th a t  is  why over two y ea rs  would go by before  the  
London s tag e  would h ear  from h e r  again. In th a t  h ia tus , she  married 
Joseph  Centlivre, a widower with a son and a d au g h te r .  They were 
wed April 23, 1707, a t  St. B ene 't 's  Church. Mr. Centlivre  was Yeoman 
of the  Mouth to Queen Anne, a m iddle-ranking  position in th e  royal 
k itchen he had had u n d e r  King William and continued to hold a f te r  
S u san n a 's  death  in 1723. The annual pay fo r his ran k  was 55 pounds 
board  wages and five  pounds with a p e rq u is i te  of one pound six 
sh illings from each person  newly kn ig h ted .125 The e ffec ts  of a s tead y  
income and financial secu r i ty  ( the  reason she  wed?) can be seen in 
th a t  a f te r  her marriage, Centlivre was le ss  prolific s ince  she  no 
longer had to su p p o r t  herself , and her  p lays became more original 
and w ell-crafted  w ithout the  p re s s u re  of t ry in g  to keep b read  on the  
table. The ex tra  time she  could take  paid offj he r  th re e  b e s t  p lays 
were w ritten  a f te r  h e r  m arriage .126
The most successfu l of th e se  was The Busy Body, p roduced  a t  
D rury Lane May 12, 1709, fo r an initial ru n  of th ir tee n  n igh ts .  As a 
comeback to  the  s tage , i t  was a sp ec tacu la r  success . When i t  was 
published  on May 31, C en tliv re 's  name p roud ly  appeared  on th e  title  
page. All of h e r  succeeding  plays would be p r in ted  as  "Written by 
Mrs. S usanna  Centlivre." Never again would she  be forced  into 
anonymity. Ironically, th e  p layers  had not liked th e  comedy when i t
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was p re sen te d  to them. In October, th e  Female T atler rep o r ted  th a t  
a t  a rehearsa l  Robert Wilks, who had th e  lead role of Sir George Airy, 
had "flung his Part  in to  the  P it t  fo r damn'd Stuff, before th e  Lady 's  
Face th a t  wrote it." Indeed , Mottley te lls  u s  th a t  th e  piece had been 
rep o r ted  to be "a silly th ing  wrote by a Woman, th a t  the  P layers  had 
no Opinion of i t . " 127 Fortunately , cooler heads  prevailed , and one of 
th e  most e n d u r in g  s tock  pieces was born.
The Busy Body concerns  th e  schemes and machinations of th e  
usual q u a r te t  of lovers  endeavoring  to be united . What d is t in g u ish es  
th is  comedy of in tr ig u e ,  and no doub t accoun ts  fo r i ts  success ,  is  th e  
t i tu la r  c h a rac te r ,  Marplot. According to F. P. Lock, M arplot's 
"pecu liar humor is  his insa tiab le  and  usually  unseasonable  
cu r io s i ty ,"128 and he goes on to explain why th is  ty p e  of f ig u re  
appealed to ear ly  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  audiences. They "were 
beg inn ing  to  d i s t r u s t  wit and the  la u g h te r"  th a t  a r ise s  from watching 
the  follies and vices of o th e rs  th a t  makes us  feel su p er io r ,  th e  kind 
of humor typified  by Restoration comedy. Ins tead , th e  t re n d  now was 
tow ards  lovable c h a rac te rs  whose foibles evoked sym pathetic  lau g h te r ,  
no t derision. The "amiable hum orist,"  as Lock calls such  a  c h a rac te r ,  
is  d if fe ren t  from his o r  h e r  p re d e ce sso rs  in th a t  he o r  she  has no 
d irec tly  d idactic  o r  sa t i r ic  function, unlike th e  hum ors c h a ra c te rs  of 
Jonson and  Shadwell. We a re  meant to laugh a t  such  a f ig u re  b u t  not 
feel su p er io r .  Marplot is j u s t  such  an "amiable hum orist"; a lthough 
his uncontro llab le  cu rio s ity  continually  complicates and th re a te n s  his 
f r ien d s '  in tr ig u es ,  he is nonetheless  likeable  fo r his good n a tu re  and 
willingness to be of se rv ice  to  th e  lovers .  Consequently , Lock sees
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Centlivre  as "a transitional f ig u re  in th is  p ro g re s s  from sa tir ic  to 
sym pathetic  hum or."129
The Busy  Body remained a r e p e r to ry  piece well in to  the  
n ineteen th  cen tu ry ;  a perform ance a t  th e  Haymarket in November 1871 
is re c o rd ed .130 I t  was played ov e r  450 times between 1709 and 1800. 
The Prince of Wales commanded two perform ances in October 1717; the  
King himself on December 14, 1719, and March 17, 1720, fo r th e  benefit  
of th e  a u th o r .131 So popular was i t  th a t  fo r ty  editions of th e  play 
were p r in ted  between 1709 and 1884. (All Centlivre  received fo r  the  
p r in ted  work was ten pounds, th e  minimum for p r in t ing  r ig h t s . ) 132
U nfortunately , The Busy Body was followed by a flawed farcical 
comedy. C entliv re 's  ten th  play, The Man’s Bewitched, opened a t  th e  
Queen's T hea ter  in th e  Haymarket on December 12, 1709, b u t  ran  fo r 
only th re e  n igh ts .  In he r  p reface  to th e  p r in ted  edition, published  
December 31, Susanna  a t t r ib u te s  th e  s h o r t  ru n  to th e  re sen tm en t of 
th e  ac to rs  o v e r  an artic le  th a t  ap p ea red  in th e  Female  Tatler for 
December 12-14. The fe a tu re  d esc r ibed  a fic titious s u p p e r  C entlivre  
had with a  "Society of Ladies" who ask  h e r  how a play g e ts  
p roduced . Apparently , th e  pe rfo rm ers  took um brage a t  what
p u rp o r ted  to be C entliv re’s mildly satirical account of th e  problems 
an au th o r  en co u n te rs  in ge tt ing  a play mounted. In h e r  p reface , the  
p layw righ t denies any knowledge of th e  s to ry ,  pointing ou t th a t  
"nothing b u t  an Id io t wou'd ex p re ss  them selves so openly" and p u t  
" those  People o u t  of Humour, whose Action was to give Life to th e  
Piece."133 The Female Tatler was supposed ly  ed ited  by a "Society of 
Ladies" b u t  the  iden ti ty  of th e  real ed ito r(s )  is  still uncerta in . In
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h e r  lifetime, some suspec ted  Centlivre was connected with i t  as a 
co n tr ib u to r  o r  even an ed ito r  b u t  Lock th in k s  th is  un likely .134 The 
a u th o r  of th e  offending passage  in th e  Female Tatler has n ev e r  been 
identified  b u t  the  Tory Delariviere Manley is a likely s u s p e c t .135 
While the  ac to rs  may have been partia lly  responsib le  fo r  th e  comedy's 
abbrev ia ted  run , The Man's Bewitched is  not one of C en tliv re 's  bes t  
e ffo rts .  Revived a t  Goodman's Fields on April 28, 1730, and acted 
twice more,136 th e  comedy never became a reg u la r  p a r t  of the  
rep e r to ry ;  i t s  farcical scenes were used in la te r  s h o r t  works, The 
W itchcraft of Love (1742) and The Ghost (1767).137
C entliv re 's  e leven th  play, a o n e -ac t  fa rce  called A B ickers ta ff 's  
B ury ing , debu ted  a t  Drury Lane on March 27, 1710, and ran  fo r th re e  
n igh ts . The fa rce  is  a  l ig h t-h ea r te d  t rea tm en t of one of C en tliv re 's  
major themes; th e  m arriage of a young woman to an old man for 
economic profit. She makes plain h e r  a b h o rren ce  of th is  common 
prac tice  in her dedication when the  play was published  December 26. 
At " the  p a r t icu la r  Desire of severa l Ladies of Quality," the  fa rce  was 
s taged  May 5, 1715, u n d e r  the  title  The Custom of th e  C ountry  along 
with The Busy Body fo r  C entlivre 's  b en e f i t .138 Although repeated  fo u r  
times d u r in g  th e  1715-16 season, A B ickers ta ff 's  Burying n ev e r  became 
a stock  piece.139
On December 30, 1710, C en tliv re 's  twelfth  play, a sequel to The 
Busy Body, was p roduced  a t  D rury Lane. Like most sequels , Marplot 
is  in fe rio r  to i t s  p redecesso r .  As Lock po in ts  out, Marplot himself is 
le ss  amiable and more mechanical; in fact, th e  whole play seems more 
contrived . Worse yet, th e  comedy's various  com ponents—farce ,
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in tr ig u e  and the  reformation of a c h a ra c te r—a re  not assimilated well 
enough; th e  moral tone of the  final a c t  re su l ts  in a serious 
inconsis tency  in a major c h a ra c te r  and an a b r u p t  change  of mood 
from th e  l ig h t-h ea r te d  escapades  of th e  f i r s t  fo u r  acts . Lock also 
notes th a t  Marplot tak es  place in Lisbon, a likely c ity  fo r  English 
m erchan ts  to v is i t  s ince  the  Methuen Trea ties  of 1703 had made 
Portugal an im portan t ally and trad in g  p a r tn e r  of England. Moreover, 
Lisbon gave Centlivre an o p p o rtu n i ty  to e labora te  on h e r  celebration 
of l ib e r ty  of women in England compared to  th e i r  Continental s i s t e r s 1 
re s tr ic ted  lives, as well as to take  po tsho ts  a t  Catholicism.140
Published in 1711, Marplot was p roduced  seven  times before  the  
end  of the  season. I t  was also perform ed seven  times before  1772 bu t 
then  d isappeared  from the  s ta g e .141
With h e r  th i r te e n th  play, Centlivre  en te red  th e  political fray  
provoked in England by the  War of th e  Spanish  Succession. Initially 
popular in 1702, th e  War by 1708 had begun to s tead ily  lose su p p o r t  
so th a t  peace negotia tions were begun a t  th e  Hague ea r ly  in 1709. 
Like most Whigs, Centlivre was opposed to a  negotia ted  peace b u t  by 
th e  time Marplot had been produced, most Whigs had been removed 
from office, replaced by Tories who promised to  end th e  war. Help 
from Prince Eugene of Savoy was so u g h t  by both parties ,  and he 
a rr iv ed  in England in Jan u a ry  1712. C en tliv re 's  comedy, The 
Perplexed Lovers, debu ted  a t  Drury Lane on J a n u a ry  19, 1712. In the  
epilogue to  th e  play, th e  p layw righ t p ra ised  both Prince Eugene and 
th e  Duke of Marlborough, who was then  in d is favor and  had been 
s t r ip p e d  of all of his offices. In he r  dedication, S usanna  reveals  th a t
th e  m anagers  of the  th e a t re  did not want th e  epilogue spoken without 
being licensed  to avoid troub le . Failing to  g e t  i t  licensed in time, she 
was compelled to le t  one of th e  ac to rs  speak  only "six Lines 
Extempore." Although th e  actor , Norris, promised th e  audience an 
epilogue th e  following night, they  h issed , believing no o th e r  epilogue 
had been p rep a red . C entlivre  go t th e  epilogue licensed  by th e  Vice- 
Chamberlain th e  v e ry  next day b u t  by th a t  time word had gotten 
a round  th a t  i t  was a " notorious Whiggish Epilogue." Mrs. Oldfield, 
who was to speak  th e  offending passage, " had L e tte rs  s e n t  h e r  to 
fo rb ea r ,  fo r  th a t  th e r e  were Parties  forming ag a in s t  it. and they  
ad v is 'd  h e r  not to S tand  th e  Shock." Consequently, th e  second night 
Norris spoke an epilogue intimating th a t  th e  in tended  one had never 
been licensed b u t  nobody was fooled. In the  p r in ted  edition of the  
play, Centlivre inc luded  th e  original epilogue and asked  re a d e rs  to 
ju d g e  fo r them selves w he ther  i t  was p a rtisan  o r  not. Her poem, "To 
his I l lu s tr ious  H ighness Prince EUGENE of Savoy." was published with 
th e  play, fo r  which th e  Prince gave her  a  gold sn u ff-b o x  worth about 
35 p o u n d s .143
The Perplexed Lovers ran  only th re e  n ights; C entlivre  blamed th e  
s h o r t  ru n  on th e  c o n tro v e rsy  ov e r  th e  epilogue. She may have been 
partia lly  r ig h t  b u t  th e  play, one of h e r  weakest, is  s t ru c tu ra l ly  
flawed. I t  was n ev er  revived; however, i t  is s ign if ican t as the  f i r s t  
of h e r  dramatic w orks to  ex p ress  h e r  political sentim ents . All of he r  
plays following th is  up to  The Cruel Gift in 1716 would be in one way 
o r  a n o th e r  vehicles fo r  dem onstra ting  h e r  zealous Whig loyalties.
No new Centlivre  play graced  th e  boards  in 1713 b u t  s ign ifican t 
developm ents were occu rr in g  on th e  national and personal scene. In 
March, th e  T rea ty  of U trech t ended  th e  War of th e  Spanish  
Succession. In th e  same year, the  C entliv res  took up re s id en ce  at 
Buckingham Court, n ea r  Charing Cross, w here  they  lived until 
S u san n a 's  death . The family must have been doing well; Bowyer tells 
us th a t  th e  C entliv res  paid a h ig h e r  ra te  than  anyone e lse  in 
Buckingham Court save  th e  Admiralty Office, which was located th e re  
p a r t  of th is  time.144 Earlier in h e r  c a ree r ,  Centlivre  had w rit ten  
severa l poems in hopes of gaining pa tronage; in 1713, she  w rote two, 
though  the  f i r s t  was undoub ted ly  motivated by fr ien d sh ip .  I t  was 
written  in a book, Fontenelle 's  The Plurality  of Worlds, which Anne 
Oldfield had len t  her. The poem ce leb ra ted  Oldfield 's perform ance  as 
Martia in Addison's Cato, f i r s t  acted  a t  D rury Lane on April 14, 1713. 
Centlivre may have  been drawn to The P lurality  of Worlds because  of 
i ts  specu la tive  s u b je c t  and Fontenelle 's  in te r e s t  in the  in s tru c t io n  of 
women. She ad d re ssed  the  second poem, The M asquerade, (published  
Septem ber 3), to th e  am bassador e x tra o rd in a ry  from the  French court, 
Duke d'Aumont. According to Mottley, C entlivre  in sc r ib ed  i t  to 
D'Aumont desp ite  the  fac t  th a t  sh e  was so "violent a Whig"; bu t 
" th e re  was nothing of Politics in it ."  Since th e  s ign ing  of the  
U trech t t re a ty ,  C entlivre  may have fe lt  sh e  could hold in abeyance  
h e r  ab h o rren ce  of all th in g s  French and  Roman Catholic. Mottley says  
D'Aumont s en t  h e r  a Tory snuffbox to match Prince Eugene 's  g if t  of 
a Whig one .145 On Septem ber 24, a  special perform ance of The Busy 
Body was given a t  Drury Lane fo r  th e  "E n terta inm ent of his
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Excellency th e  Duke d'Aumont." Bowyer say s  i t  was probably  a 
"command" perform ance, and th e  Duke rew arded  both th e  p layers  and 
th e  a u th o r .146
One of C en tliv re 's  b e s t  plays, The Wonder: A Woman Keeps a
Secre t, opened a t  D rury Lane on April 27, 1714. Daringly, she
ded ica ted  i t  to th e  Duke of Cambridge, P rince  George A ugustus  of the
House of Hanover, who was extremely unpopu lar  a t  Queen Anne's
cou rt .  Before th e  comedy had opened, Mottley te lls  us,
a Writ had been demanded, b u t  re fused , to call [the Duke 
of Cambridge] to his Seat in th e  House of Peers  in
England. Mrs. Centlivre [dedicated th e  play to him] to
shew h e r  Attachment to th e  House of Hanover, and was 
rew arded  fo r  i t  when th e  p re s e n t  Royal Family came to 
th e  Throne, who bespoke th is  Play, which they  Honoured 
with th e i r  Presence, and made th e  Author an handsome 
P re s e n t .147
F ortunate ly  fo r Centlivre, Anne died A ugust 1, and George I was 
proclaimed King w ithout opposition. C entliv re 's  prec ious P ro tes tan t  
succession  was achieved d esp ite  Tory machinations. The Duke of 
Cambridge was now th e  Prince of Wales. The Wonder, s e t  in Lisbon 
like Marplot to afford  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  th e  p layw righ t to compare the  
l ib e r ty  and freedom of P ro te s ta n t  England to th e  ty ra n n y  and 
despotism of Catholic Portugal, initially ran  fo r  only six n ig h ts  b u t  
appeared  again December 16, 1714, a t  th e  command of th e  Prince of
Wales. This began a se r ie s  of royal command perform ances of several
of C entliv re 's  p lays fo r  th e  Hanovers, b u t  the  economic benefits  she  
had hoped to  reap  from he r  loyalty  to them failed to materialize. 
Although those  perform ances were p robab ly  accompanied by g if ts  to 
th e  au tho r ,  Centlivre la te r  lamented, "Anna Resign'd and Brunswick 
Came, /  And y e t  my Lot is  still th e  Same."148 According to Bowyer,
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"Many of th e  l i te ra ry  Whigs . . . were provided  fo r u n d e r  th e  new 
regime b u t  Susanna  Centlivre  was a woman, and th e  political plums 
were not th o u g h t  p ro p e r  fo r  a  woman's tab le ."149 Despite th is  
discrimination, C entlivre  never  wavered in h e r  devotion to  th e  royal 
family, which she  ce lebra ted  in a  se r ie s  of poems.
The Wonder, a comedy of in t r ig u e  with th e  usual q u a r te t  of 
lovers , is one of C en tliv re 's  best, w e l l-s tru c tu red  and extremely 
effective. However, a f te r  i ts  1714 productions , i t  was not revived 
again until November 1733, when i t  was acted eleven times runn ing  a t 
Goodman's Fields. Eventually, th e  play was performed fif ty  times 
before  1750, and nearly  two hu n d red  times between then  and 1800. 
The leading role of Felix was one of G arrick 's  best; he acted th e  p a r t  
more than  65 times between 1756 and 1776, and chose i t  fo r his 
farewell perform ance in 1776.150 The Wonder continued to be played 
in England and America in th e  n ine teen th  c e n tu ry  with famous ac to rs  
and a c tre s se s  in the  leads. I t  had been a favorite  of th e  Hanover 
k ings, and even  Queen Victoria req u es ted  a perform ance a t  Covent 
Garden on March 24, 1840. In 1897, one of th e  la s t  rev ivals  of The 
Wonder was a t  Daly's T h ea te r  in New York w here  Ada Rehan played 
v io lan te .151
Centlivre ex p ressed  h e r  joy  and de ligh t a t  the  P ro tes tan t 
accession in two poems w ritten  in 1714. The f i r s t  was A Poem Humbly 
P resen ted  to  His Most Sacred  Majesty which was published  November 
7 and was six pages  long. In it, sh e  lau d s  George I as  th e  sav ior of 
Britain from th e  machinations of th e  se lf-seek ing  Tories who had 
su r ro u n d e d  Queen Anne and so u g h t  to  d e s tro y  th e  " t ru e  religion" and
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l ibe r ty . The second poem ap peared  a week la te r .  Called An Epistle 
to Mrs. Wallop, who was p a r t  of th e  e n to u ra g e  of th e  P r incess  of 
Wales, th e  work ce leb ra ted  William and Mary, th e  King, Carolina 
Princess  of Wales and h e r  ch ild ren  and p ra ised  Mrs. Wallup fo r  h e r  
s te a d fa s t  loyalty  to George I motivated by h e r  love of h e r  c o u n try .152 
Centlivre may have been th e  a u th o r  of a th ird  poem published  in the  
Patrio t fo r  November 16-18. "On th e  Right Honourable CHARLES Earl 
of HALLIFAX being made Knight of th e  G arte r"  contains  a b rie f  Whig 
summary of British politics since th e  time of King William and p ra ises  
Halifax fo r  his unsw erv ing  devotion to h is  coun try . On th e  au th o r i ty  
of Pope, Samuel Johnson tells us th a t  Halifax was "fed with 
dedications; fo r Tickell affirms th a t  no dedication was unrew arded . 
Almost all of th e  poets except Pope and Steele p ra ised  or f la t te red  
him." Indeed , Mottley a s s e r t s  th a t  "For some o th e r  Poem, th e  Title of 
which I know not, th e  Lord Halifax had made [Centlivre] a P resen t  of 
a fine repea ting  Gold Watch."153
The trium ph of th e  Whigs and th e  peaceful P ro te s ta n t  accession 
seemed to  have energ ized  Centlivre. She wrote y e t  ano ther  poem 
which sh e  p re sen ted  d irec tly  to th e  P r incess  of Wales on New Y ear's  
Day, 1715. A " t r i te  and dull compliment to  th e  P r in ce ss 's  beau ty ,"  "To 
h e r  Royal H ighness th e  P rincess  of WALES. At h e r  Toylet, on New- 
Y ear's  Dav" was published  in th e  P a tr io t fo r J an u a ry  15-18, 1715.154
Besides th e  poems, i t  is  likely th a t  C entlivre  w rote th re e  plays 
in the  second half of 1714, two fa rc e s  and  one t rag ed y . Lock says  
th e  chronology is im portan t because  " i t  confirms th e  genes is  of all 
th re e  plays in th e  political situation of 1714."155 This is  cer ta in ly
t r u e  of C entliv re 's  fa rce , The Gotham Election. An election was 
pending in Jan u a ry  1715, and th e  p layw righ t took timely advan tage  
of th is  fact. O stensibly w ritten  to show th e  new royal family how 
elections were held in England, The Gotham Election actually  satirized  
Tory electioneering which is  ch arac te r ized  by fawning, deceit  and 
b r ibe ry . As Lock po in ts  ou t abou t th e  su b s id ia ry  love in te re s t ,  "The 
political allegory is  param ount here . Lucy (England) chooses a 
guard ian  (George I) in p re fe ren ce  to th e  f a th e r  ( the  P re ten d e r)  who 
has be trayed  h e r ." 156 The Lord Chamberlain re fu sed  to license The 
Gotham Election. Feelings abou t th e  e lec tions had been run n in g  high; 
th e  elections them selves were marked by violence. The governm ent 
was not inclined to  f u r t h e r  exacerbate  a lready  dangerously  polarized 
public opinion.
C entlivre 's  o th e r  1714 farce , A Wife Well Managed, was likewise 
denied a license. I t  con ce rn s  an a ttem pted  sexual liasion between a 
Catholic p r ie s t  and a married woman th a t  is  foiled by th e  in tended  
cuckold. Both fa rces  w ere published in Ju n e  1715 in a s ingle  volume 
dedicated  to James C raggs  (who was to be S e c re ta ry  of War in 1717 
and S ecre ta ry  of S ta te  in 1718); Centlivre p ra ise s  him fo r  his devotion 
to the  P ro te s tan t  cause. (Mottley te lls  u s  C raggs rew arded  Susanna  
with tw enty  g u ineas .)157 Both th e  dedication and th e  p reface  fu rn ish  
C entliv re 's  de fenses  of th e  two plays, which, she  says , were 
condemned by those  who did not know them; she  has had them 
p rin ted  to dem onstra te  how she  has been s lan d e red .  These documents 
give us in s ig h t  in to  C en tliv re 's  political beliefs a t  th is  time and 
particu la rly  th e  s t r e n g th  of her  animosity tow ards  Catholicism. For
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ins tance , she  te lls  us in th e  dedication th a t  A Wife Well Managed was
denied a  license because
i t  was said th e re  would be Offence taken  a t  th e  exposing 
a Popish P r ie s t . Good God! To w hat so r t  of People a re  
we chang 'd! Are th e se  w orthy  Gentlemen ( th e  Emissaries 
of o u r  most avow'd and irreconcileable  Enemy) to  be
t re a ted  with so much T en d ern ess?  Is  not th e i r  ve ry  
Profession Treason in any  S u b je c t  of Great Brita in? (3)
In 1737, The Gotham Election was repub lished  as The Humours of
Elections, "ironically enough as p ropaganda  aga ins t  Walpole and the
Whigs, b u t  i t  seems n ev er  to  have been acted under  e i th e r  t i t le ."158
Along with Jan e  Shore. A Wife Well Managed was p roduced, by
subscrip tion , on March 2, 1724, a t  th e  "new Theatre  over ag a in s t  th e
Opera House" in th e  Haymarket. In 1732, i t  appeared  a t  th e
Haymarket again as  The Disappointment. "A New Ballad Opera of One
Act, Alter'd  from a Farce a f te r  the  Manner of The B eggar 's  Opera."
C entliv re 's  play was perform ed a t  H ussey 's  Great Theatrical Booth
d u r in g  th e  cou rse  of Bartholomew Fair in 1747. I t s  la s t  appearance
was on a t r ip le  bill with The Young Quaker and Duke and No Duke a t
th e  Haymarket on A ugust 27, 1789.159 Centlivre's outspoken s tance
on politics had ea rned  he r  enemies, among them, Alexander Pope.
M rs.Centlivre was na tu ra lly  benea th  th e  contem pt of Pope. 
As a member of th e  s t ru g g l in g  new democracy among
le t te r s ,  as a Whig and P ro tes tan t,  as a  fr ien d  of
Addison’s circle, as a w ri te r  of popular p lays without 
g re a t  l i te ra ry  quality , as a woman w ithout formal 
education o r  high social position, in his eyes  she  was 
merely despicable. That Mrs. Centlivre ha ted  and 
d is t ru s te d  Pope and most of his crowd is also obvious. 
To h e r  Pope was a Tory, a Catholic, a Jacobite , a  man 
to le ra ted  only because of his f r ie n d s  and l i te ra ry  g i f t s .160
At th e  end  of March 1716, Pope published two pamphlets a ttack in g  the
bookseller, Edmund Curll, and his w rite rs ,  Centlivre  among them. The
second pamphlet included "In s tru c t io n s  to a P o r te r  how to  find Mr. 
C urll 's  A u thors ." Pope re fe rs  to Centlivre  as "The Cook’s Wife in 
Buckingham Court" and adds, "bid he r  b ring  along with h e r  the  
Similes th a t  were  le n t  h e r  fo r  h e r  next new play," re fe r r in g  to the  
fa c t  th a t  Nicholas Rowe had helped S usanna  with The Cruel Gift, her 
next play to  be p roduced . On May 31, a ballad called The Catholick 
Poet appeared  which a ttacked  Pope's Homer. He immediately a t t r ib u te d  
i t  to Centlivre, which won h e r  a place in The Punciad in Book II, line 
365, of th e  1728 edition, among th e  d u n ces  who ta lk  themselves to 
sleep. A second re fe ren ce  to he r  was removed from la te r  editions 
when The Curliad (1729), presum ably w ritten  by Edmund Curll, cited 
Oldmixon as th e  w ri te r  of the  ballad. Pope supposed ly  made ano ther 
allusion to  Centlivre in his F irs t  Sa tire  of th e  Second Book of Horace, 
published  F eb ru a ry  1733. ( In te res t in g ly ,  he linked h e r  to  Aphra 
Behn.)161 However, Centlivre was dead before  The Punciad was 
published.
In th e  sp r in g  of 1716, the  le ad e r  of th e  Whig majority in th e  
House of Commons, Robert Walpole, fell dangerously  ill. James Roberts 
published a small volume of S ta te  Poems "By th e  most Eminent Hands" 
fo r  Edmund Curll on May 19. An "Ode to  Hygeia," which a sks  the  
deity  of health to save Walpole, and "The Patrio ts ,"  the  la s t  th ree  
s tan zas  of a p reviously  published poem, were C entliv re 's  con tribu tions  
to th e  volume; sh e  may have co n tr ib u ted  o th e r s .162 On May 28, 
Centlivre  was in Holbeach and wrote "Verses were w rit  on King 
George's  Birth-Dav [May 28], by Mrs. Centlivre, and s e n t  to the  
R ingers while th e  Bells were ring ing  a t  Holbeach in L incolnshire." I t
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was published with th e  full tex t of th e  poem from which "The 
Patrio ts"  was taken  in A Collection of S ta te  Songs. Poems. Etc..163 
According to th e  Flying Post of Ju n e  21-23, Centlivre did more than  
w rite  poe try  to ce leb ra te  George's b ir th d ay . The v e rse s  she wrote in 
Holbeach were p a r t  of a joyous celebration to which Centlivre inv ited  
"all th e  widows th a t  take  Collections of th e  Parish ."  They had su p p e r  
a t  the  tav ern  in Holbeach w here  S usanna  had them d r in k  the  health 
of th e  members of th e  royal family and all th e  Whig leaders . I t  must 
have been a lively g a ther ing : "The Musick playing in th e  Room, and
the  bells r ing ing  by h e r  O rders  all S u p p er  Time, and th e  windows of 
th e  Room illuminated; th e  old Women Danc'd and were exceedingly 
re joyc 'd , and the  whole Town was in an U proa r ."164
Like The Gotham Election and A Wife Well Managed. The Cruel Gift 
was probably  composed d u r in g  the  la t te r  half of 1714, and i t  reflec ts  
th e  political s ituation. A t rag ed y , i t  concerns  th e  conflict between love 
and d u ty  b u t  here  th e  d u ty  is to an absolu te  and a rb i t r a ry  monarch. 
Thus, i t  re flec ts  ev en ts  in England, such  as th e  Jacobite  plots and 
1715 rebellion to  re s to re  "James III" and to reestab lish  Catholicism in 
England, and th e  loss of favo r su ffe red  by th e  Duke of Marlborough. 
C entliv re 's  d islike of th e  T rea ty  of U trech t  is  also a p p a ren t  in The 
Cruel Gift: however, th e  play is  not a political allegory so one cannot 
say  with ce r ta in ty  what people o r  ev en ts  a re  being alluded to .165 
According to  Mottley, Nicholas Rowe "gave  some s l ig h t  Touches to the  
Play," and wrote the  epilogue fo r it; he may have in sp ired  Centlivre 
to employ he r  ta len ts  to advance  the  Whig cau se .166 A celebration of 
personal and political freedom assu re d  u n d e r  a  constitutional
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monarchy, The Cruel Gift re p re se n ts  a d is t in c t  technical advance  over 
S u san n a 's  f i r s t  t rag ed y , The P e r ju red  H usband. With no mixture of 
gen re s ,  no comic subplot, and a h igher  level of v e rse  than  th a t  in he r  
o th e r  plays and poems, The Cruel Gift is  C en tliv re 's  most successfu lly  
susta ined  ser ious  p lay .167
The Cruel Gift premiered a t  D rury Lane on December 17, 1716, 
and had a good run  of six n ights . The Prince of Wales ( la te r  George 
II) commanded a perform ance on May 3, 1717, fo r C en tliv re 's  benefit. 
However, the  play, not of a caliber to become a re p e r to ry  piece, was 
n ever  rev iv ed .160
C entlivre 's  f ive  p lays between 1712 and 1716 run  th e  gamut from 
fa rce  to tra g e d y  b u t  all a re  similar in th e i r  forceful express ion  of the  
p layw righ t 's  Whig sentim ents. Nowhere e lse  does she  so s t ro n g ly  
advocate  a constitu tional, not to mention P ro tes tan t,  monarchy than  in 
The Perplexed L overs . The Wonder. The Gotham Election. A Wife Well 
Managed and The Cruel Gift. Her la s t  two plays would be less  
politically-oriented.
At the  beginning of 1717, C entlivre’s nemesis, Pope, s t ru c k  again. 
A fa rce  called T hree  Hours a f te r  Marriage w ritten  by him, Gay, and 
A rbu thno t was produced  a t Drury Lane on J a n u a ry  16 and ran 
continuously  fo r seven n ights . Phoebe Clinket, a c h a ra c te r  in the  
play, is  a female p layw righ t who has difficulty  g e tt in g  h e r  new 
t ra g e d y  produced. While i t  ap p ea rs  some people a t  th e  time th o u g h t  
Phoebe was a c a r ic a tu re  of Anne Finch, C ountess  of Winchilsea, a more 
likely victim would be Centlivre. The Countess n ev e r  wrote fo r  the  
public  s tag e  as  Centlivre  did, who had had tro u b le  ge tt ing  h e r  new
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plays mounted. Furtherm ore , Three Hours a f te r  Marriage was pa rtly  
a parody  of C en tliv re 's  favorite  genre , th e  comedy of in tr ig u e .  
Centlivre re tu rn e d  th e  favo r  by tak ing  a po tsho t a t  Pope and his 
fa rce  in A Bold S troke  fo r a Wife.169
The y ea r  1717 saw no new plays from Centlivre  b u t  p e rh a p s  she 
was preoccupied with th e  newest d an g e r  th a t  th rea ten ed  h e r  beloved 
Hanovers. The mad king of Sweden, Charles XII, was th re a ten in g  to 
invade England in o rd e r  to overth row  th e  Hanovers and re s to re  the  
S tu a r t  d ynas ty . The English d iscovered  th e  plot and a r re s te d  
Gyllenborg, th e  Swedish ambassador, on Jan u a ry  29, 1717. However, 
th e re  was still cause  fo r anxiety until C harles 's  death  on December 11, 
1718. According to Giles Jacob, Centlivre  wrote a poem, "An Epistle 
from a Lady of Great Britain to  the  King of Sweden, on th e  in tended  
Invas ion ." which was probably  published sep a ra te ly  b u t  Bowyer found 
only "An Epistle to th e  King of Sweden, from a Lady of England" in 
A Miscellaneous Collection of Poems. Songs, and Epigrams (Dublin, 
1721) which also inc ludes  two o th e r  poems by th e  p layw righ t.170 
Bowyer th in k s  the  poem must have been w ritten  sh o r t ly  a f te r  
Gyllenborg 's  a r r e s t  and notes th a t  while C en tliv re 's  main ob jec tive  "is 
to warn Charles to  leave England alone, sh e  f inds  an o th e r  o p p o rtun ity  
to a ttack  th e  P re ten d e r  and to declare  h e r  s u p p o r t  of George I ." 171
On F eb ru a ry  3, 1718, C entliv re 's  th i rd  and la s t  major comedy, 
( the  o th e rs  being The Busy Body and The Wonder), deb u ted  a t 
Lincoln's Inn Fields and  had a successfu l ru n  of six n igh ts . A Bold 
S troke  fo r  a Wife te lls  th e  s to ry  of Colonel Fainwell who must gain the  
w ritten  permission of fo u r  extremely d if fe re n t  g u a rd ian s  in o rd e r  to
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m arry th e  he iress , Ann Lovely. To achieve th is ,  Fainwell m asquerades 
as  fou r  d if fe ren t  men designed  to  appeal to  th e  fo u r  g u a rd ian s  who 
a re  an old beau, a  Quaker, an a n t iq u a ry  and a s tock jobber.  Thus, 
Centlivre  used familiar dram atic  s te re o ty p e s  to he ighten  th e  humor 
and poke fun  a t  th e  foibles and b igo try  of each. She manages to do 
so with an even hand: th e  beau and a n t iq u a ry  a re  Tories, th e  Quaker 
and s to ck jo b b er  Whigs. But politics tak es  a  backsea t to fun and the  
comedy’s ser ious  message, a plea fo r  a more to le ran t  society  in which 
people a re  f ree  to exercise  th e i r  r ig h ts  as  human beings.
Although it  was successfu l in i t s  initial run , A Bold S troke  fo r 
a Wife was not produced  again until i t  was done a t  th e  p layhouse on 
Epsom Walks on Ju ly  7, 1724. Eventually, i t  became popular, being 
acted in London more than  e igh ty  times before  1750, including a 
command perform ance fo r  George II on March 5, 1741. I t  was done 
nearly  150 times between 1750 and 1800, including command 
perform ances fo r  George III and his Queen on Jan u a ry  27, 1763, and 
December 14, 1774. The comedy was given an averag e  of six times a 
y ea r  toward the  end of th e  e ig h teen th  c en tu ry .  Bowyer has 
d iscovered  seven teen  ed itions of th e  play p rin ted  before 1800 and 
e igh teen  a f te r .  In th e  n ine teen th  cen tu ry ,  A Bold S troke  fo r  a Wife 
a t t ra c te d  leading ac to rs  like Charles Kemble and Charles Matthews. 
Indeed , as la te  as 1884, A lbert Ellery Berg called th e  piece still a 
"favorite"  acting  p lay.172
In 1718, Centlivre  also w rote two poems. The f i r s t  was from 
Holbeach a d d re ssed  to  Rowe, "From th e  COUNTRY, To Mr. Rowe in 
Town," w ritten  not long a f te r  George I 's  b ir thday , May 28. I t
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appeared  in A New Miscellany of Original Poems. Transla tions , and 
Imitations (1720) and showed th e  b ig -c ity  dw eller 's  condescension 
tow ards  th e  ru ra l  community. The second poem was w ritten  following 
Rowe's death  on December 6. "A PASTORAL TO THE Honoured Memory 
of Mr. ROWE" a t t ra c te d  a  g re a t  deal of a tten tion . In it, Centlivre as 
"Amaryllis" g r iev es  o v e r  th e  death  of "Colin" with Daphnis, T hyrs is  
and Menacles. The most in te re s t in g  p a r t  of th e  elegy is "Amaryllis 's" 
claims, on Rowe's a u th o r i ty ,  to su p e r io r i ty  among th e  p o e te sses .173
S usanna  fell ser iously  ill in 1719, and no major work d a te s  from 
th is  time. The y ear  also saw one "of th e  la s t  of th e  full-blooded 
a t ta ck s  on th e  s tage ."  A rth u r  Bedford, whose 1706 t re a t is e  had 
condemned The Gamester and The Basset Table, published his second 
moral examination of th e  stage, A Serious Remonstrance in Behalf of 
th e  Christian Religion. In it, he c ites  portions  of The Basset Table 
and The Busy Body and devotes  a long section to The Wonder to 
p rove  his contention th a t  such  works flou t Christian  p r in c ip le s .174 
Bedford n e ed n 't  have worried; the  London s tag e  was beginning  to 
re f lec t  th e  slow movement toward sentimental comedy with i ts  
moralizing th a t  was la te r  to  dominate th e  th ea tre .
If Centlivre  had made an enemy of th e  Reverend Mr. Bedford, 
sh e  had p len ty  of f r ien d s  to make up th e  deficit. In addition to 
those  mentioned e a r l ie r  in th is  essay , by th is  time in he r  life she had 
had a f r ien d sh ip  with th e  poet lau rea te  (Rowe), Richard Steele, 
Eustace Budgell (Addison's cousin and a  c o n tr ib u to r  to th e  S p ec ta to r) . 
Ambrose Philips, and Thomas Burnet. Around 1720, she  was a member 
of some kind of informal l i te ra ry  g roup  th a t  inc luded  Anthony
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Hammond, Mrs. Eliza Haywood and possibly  Defoe, among o th e rs .  She 
had been th e  rec ip ien t of commendatory v e rses ,  among them some 
ad d re ssed  to he r  by Hammond and a n o th e r  minor poet, Nicholas 
Amhurst, which appeared  in Hammond's A New Miscellany of Original 
Poems. T ransla tions, and Imitations (1720). Two poems by Centlivre 
were included in th e  volume: "TO THE Earl of WARWICK, On his B irth­
d ay ." Lock poin ts  ou t th a t  C en tliv re 's  f r ien d s  "were not th e  g re a t
w ri te rs  of the  day, b u t  were drawn in s tead  from th e  middling ra n k s
of a u th o rs  and even from th e  confines of Grub S t r e e t ." 176 Most of 
th e  a u th o rs  were well known for th e i r  Whig convictions; however, 
Lock notes  th a t  in 1714
it  was no d isg race  to  num ber among one 's  f r ien d s  
Budgell, Johnson, Philips, Rowe, and Steele. If Centlivre 
did not move in th e  most a r is to c ra t ic  c ircles, she  had a 
g ro u p  of f r ien d s  who would take  h e r  ser iously  as  a
w rite r  and whose society would be a  valued sou rce  of
criticism, encouragem ent, and example.177
Centlivre obviously recovered  enough to write  a v e rse  ep is tle  in 
the  summer of 1720 to Charles Joy, one of th e  d irec to rs  of th e  South 
Sea Company. Stock in the  company was booming; James C raggs had 
p resen ted  some to John Gay and Alexander Pope. Centlivre  fe lt  th a t  
she, as  a  s taunch  Whig, a t  le a s t  d e se rv ed  th e  same kind of trea tm en t 
as th e  Tory w rite rs .  Thus, she  wrote A Woman's Case in which she  
a sks  Joy to make h e r  a g if t  of South Sea s tock  fo r h e r  unsw erv ing  
devotion to  th e  Whig cause. She d esc r ib es  h e r  political se rv ices  over 
th e  p a s t  ten  y e a r s  and o ffe rs  a humorous p o r t r a i t  of h e r  married life. 
Joseph Centlivre is p o r tray ed  as im patien t with her l i te ra ry  e ffo r ts  
th a t  have not been as  profitab le  as h is  wife had promised. Indeed , 
th e  poem makes i t  c lear Centlivre h e rse lf  was d isappoin ted  th a t  she
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had received no more p re fe ren ce  than  royal command perform ances. 
The poem was published  separa te ly  in 1720 and was re p r in te d  in A 
Miscellaneous Collection of Poems. Songs, and Epigrams (1721). I t  is 
not known w hether  C en tliv re 's  su i t  was successfu l b u t  i t  a p p ea rs  the  
piece a t t ra c ted  some atten tion  when i t  was pu b lish ed .178
In the  fall of 1720, Centlivre began con tr ib u tin g  a se r ie s  of 
political-religious a b s t r a c ts  to the  Weekly Journal: th ey  were taken 
from th e  In d ep en d en t  Whig. From Septem ber to December, C entliv re 's  
communications were p r in ted  in the  form of le t te r s  to the  ed itor. In 
them, she  expounds on religion a t Catholicism's expense  and English 
l ib e r ty  v e rsu s  th e  ty ra n n y  of "Popish coun tries ."  No d o u b t th e se  
were th e  e ssa y s  h e r  anonymous b io g rap h e r  had in mind when he o r  
she  wrote, "To reform th e  [Church], was o u r  A u tho r 's  la te s t  Employ, 
and she  shewed h e rse lf  M istress of th e  S u b je c t  in h e r  T rea tise  which 
discloses and con fu tes  the  E rro rs  of th e  Church of Rome." If  
C entliv re 's  le t te r s  were e v e r  collected in to  a "Treatise ,"  i t  has  not y e t  
been fou n d .179
C entliv re 's  la s t  play is  notable only fo r  th e  co n tro v e rsy  i t  
provoked. The Artifice was produced on October 2, 1722, a t  Drury 
Lane, although a r e p o r t  had been p r in ted  in the  Weekly Packet of 
F eb ru a ry  20, 1720, th a t  i t  would "sh o r t ly  be ac ted"  a t  D rury Lane.100 
(What caused th e  delay is  unknown, b u t  o th e r  p layw righ ts  had been 
similarly tre a ted  by th e  managers of th e  th ea t re .)  The play ran only 
th re e  n igh ts , th e  f i r s t  of C entliv re 's  s tag ed  plays s ince  The Perplexed 
Lovers failing to reach a six th  n igh t and a second benefit. P a r t  of 
th e  fa ilure  of The Artifice may be a t t r ib u te d  to  i t s  u n fla tte r ing
allusions to an unsuccessfu l Jacobite  plot of 1722, N on-Jurors  and 
Catholics. In November, a new periodical, th e  Monthly Packet of 
Advises from P a rn a s su s , published  a detailed a t ta ck  on The Artifice. 
Purpo rting  to o b jec t  to  th e  play on l i te ra ry  g ro u n d s ,  th e  artic le  
actually vilifies C en tliv re 's  politics. An ad v er tisem en t p r in ted  in the  
Daily Journal of November 7 and s igned  "Susan  Centlivre" defends 
The Artifice from the  a t ta ck  in the  Monthly Packet. Then a  le t te r  
signed "Susanna  Cent Livre" appeared  in th e  St. James Journal of 
November 22 disowning th e  adver tisem en t and claiming igno rance  of 
the  Packet article . The au th o r  su sp ec ted  " th a t  some of my good 
Friends, the  Jacobites, had in se r ted  th a t  A dvertisem ent with my Name 
to it." She believed they  had done so to s u p p o r t  th e  rum or they  had 
c ircu lated  "That th is  Comedy was so full of Obscenity th a t  no modest 
Woman could see  i t . " 181 Probably Centlivre  was not responsib le  fo r 
th e  Daily Journal adver tisem en t since sh e  had n ev er  signed  herse lf  
"Susan"; Edmund Curll is  a more likely su sp ec t .  Curll published  The 
Artifice sho rtly  before  th e  Packet artic le; he may have th o u g h t  a  little  
co n tro v e rsy  would sell more copies. The le t te r  in th e  St. James 
Journa l was p robab ly  C entlivre 's  s ince th e  new spaper, which had 
carr ied  a  p reproduction  notice of The Artifice, was fr iend ly  to  h e r .182
While political re fe ren ces  may have played a  p a r t  in The 
Artifice’s s h o r t  run , Lock a s s e r t s  th a t  th e  "decisive fac to r"  in i ts  
fa ilu re  was th e  play itself: " I t  is  too long, and Centlivre  tr ied  to
pack in to  i t  too many d if fe ren t  actions and  e ffec ts  w ithout suffic ien tly  
considering  th e  resu lt ing  in congru it ie s  of tone  and inconsis tency  of
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morality."183 The Artifice was n ever  rev ived  in ta c t  b u t  was used by 
o th e r  w ri te rs  d u rin g  th e  c e n tu r y .184
With the  exception of a  le t te r  s igned "S. C." in th e  Weekly 
Journal of October 20, 1722, containing a  poem commemorating King 
George’s coronation d a y ,185 h e r  ep istle  in th e  St. James Journal is 
C entliv re 's  la s t  known publication. S u san n a 's  health may not have 
been good since he r  se r ious  illness  in 1719. On December 1, 1723, 
Centlivre died a t  he r  house in Buckingham Court and was buried  a t  
St. Paul's  in Covent Garden on December 4. Several new spapers  
carr ied  b rie f  notices of h e r  death  saying she  had been well known to 
society by th e  p lays she  had p enned .186
As in Aphra Behn's case, a contem porary  descrip tion  of
C entliv re 's  personality  has come down to us. In his Complete List.
Mottley writes:
If  she  had not a  g re a t  deal of Wit in he r  Conversation, 
she  had much Vivacity and good Humour; she  was 
rem arkably  goo d -n a tu red  and benevolent in h e r  Temper, 
and ready  to do any fr iend ly  Office as f a r  as i t  was in 
h e r  Power. She made he rse lf  some Friends  and many 
Enemies by h e r  s t r i c t  A ttachment to Whig Principles even 
in th e  most d angerous  Times, and had she  been a Man, I 
d a re  say  would have free ly  v e n tu re d  her  Life in th a t  
Cause.
She lived in a decen t clean Manner, and could show 
(which I believe few o th e r  Poets could, who depended 
chiefly on th e i r  Pen) a g re a t  many Jewels and  Pieces of 
Plate, which were th e  Produce of h e r  own Labour, e i th e r  
pu rchased  by th e  Money b ro u g h t  in by h e r  Copies, he r  
Benefit-Plays, o r  were P resen ts  from P a tro n s .187
From an examination of he r  le t te rs ,  F. P. Lock concludes th a t  Susanna
was an in d ep en d en t young woman he llbent on succeeding  in th e  male-
dominated world of l i te ra tu re  w ithout sacrificing any  of he r
independence. In he r  co rrespondence , "Her implicit demand . . .  is
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to be tre a ted  as a fr ien d  and an equal, not as a woman and, 
the re fo re , a potential m istress. She is  an unaffected  and in te lligen t 
woman of sen se  who will not coquet with men whom sh e  means to 
re fuse ."  Like h e r  hero ines, Centlivre believed "in plain dealing in 
love ."108 Like most of h e r  heroines, also, S usanna  C entlivre  faded 
back in to  oblivion.
Summary
If we compare th e  contem porary  c h a ra c te rs  given both women, 
we a re  immediately s t ru c k  by how similar they  are. Both accounts  
emphasize th e  g en ero s i ty  to f r ien d s  and th e  love of honest 
re la tionsh ips  exhibited  by the  two w rite rs .  In fact, Behn and 
C entlivre  have much in common. The o r ig in s  of both a re  o b scu re  and 
con trovers ia l.  Neither had an education th a t  would p re p a re  h e r  fo r 
h e r  profession. Fan tastic  s to r ie s  and legends  have grown up  about 
th e  two women: A phra 's  a d v e n tu re s  in Surinam, S u san n a 's  Cambridge 
s to ry .  Each p u rsu ed  ac tiv ities  th o u g h t  u n fit  fo r modest women: Behn 
spied fo r  King Charles; Centlivre  acted "b reech es  p a r ts "  in a s trolling 
tro u p e . They were both throw n upon th e i r  own re so u rces  a t  an early  
age and s tro v e  to re ta in  th e i r  independence  th ro u g h o u t  th e i r  lives. 
Forced to w rite  fo r  bread , each ca te red  to  th e  ta s te s  of h e r  audience. 
For th is  and fo r  th e i r  supposed  "immodesty," both women were 
su b jec ted  to  personal a t ta ck s  and had to  f ig h t  an o b d u ra te  p re ju d ice  
ag a in s t  women competing in a "male" profession. Behn and Centlivre 
sh a red  a determ ination to succeed in th e i r  vocation and answ ered 
th e se  a ssau lts  with s p i r i t  and wit. They were also similar in th e ir  
l i te ra ry  activ ities. Neither was good a t  t ra g e d y ;  they  experim ented
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with "b as ta rd "  g en re s  like tragicomedy, pu tt in g  them sq u are ly  on the  
s ide  of the  "Moderns" in th e  deba te  o v e r  neoclassic ru les . The two 
p layw righ ts  even had th e  same kind of technical w eaknesses: too
many plots in one play and fa ilu re  to  sa tis fac to rily  assimilate d iffe ren t  
g en re s  in to  a co h eren t whole. Both found th e  comedy of in tr ig u e  th e  
most congenial vehicle fo r  th e i r  ta len ts  and used  th is  venue  a s  a 
means of p ropaganda  fo r  th e ir  political and religious beliefs.
But he re  th e  similarities end. Behn used h e r  pen in se rv ice  to 
th e  S tu a r t  d y n a s ty  and may have been a  c loset Catholic; Centlivre was 
a d iehard  Whig and v iru len tly  anti-Catholic. How th e  two women used 
th e  elements of th e  comedy of in t r ig u e  in d if fe ren t  ways has been 
dem onstra ted  in C hap ters  Two and Three. Our d iscussion  h e re  has 
revealed several d ifferences  in th e  b iograph ies  of th e  p layw righ ts  
th a t  may account fo r  those  d isparit ie s .  The most obvious one is th a t  
each was exposed to  th e  d if fe ren t  political philosophies in ear ly  
childhood: Behn's fa th e r  had connections to the  S tu a r t  court;
C entliv re 's  was a zealous Parliamentarian who had to flee to Ire land  
a t  th e  Restoration. Also, th e  l ifes ty le  of th e  women as  ad u lts  were 
dissimilar in th a t  Aphra never married a f te r  Mr. Behn's death  b u t  
Centlivre d id—th re e  times, if some accoun ts  a re  t ru e .  Furtherm ore, 
th e  Restoration p layw righ t had close t ie s  to  th e  S tu a r t  c o u r t  while 
C entliv re 's  husband  was a royal cook; th e  c loses t she  go t to royalty  
was a t  th e  occasional command perform ance of one of h e r  plays.
But th e se  few fac ts  tell half th e  s to ry .  These women were 
p ro d u c ts  of th e ir  time; more im portantly , th e i r  audiences, whom they  
had to please to su rv ive , a re  u n d e rs tan d ab le  only in te rm s of th e ir
historical context. In o rd e r  to gain a  fu l le r  u n d e rs tan d in g  of th e  
fa c to rs  responsib le  fo r  th e  evolution of Behn's sex comedy in to  
C entliv re 's  "morality play," i t  is  n ecessa ry  to  examine th e  social, 
political and economic conditions u n d e r  which both women wrote. The 
next ch ap te r  concerns  i tse lf  with th a t  examination. The la s t  ch ap te r  
will contain an assimilation of da ta  from th is  e ssay  and th e  next and 
p re se n t  my conclusions.
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"Love makes b u t  a slovenly F igure  in th a t  House, w here  Poverty  
keeps the  Door," Ann Lovely tells h e r  w ould-be  fiance in Susanna  
C entliv re 's  comedy, A Bold S t ro ke fo r  a  Wife (1718).1 Of course , th e  
connection between money and matrimony was not a new theme in the  
ear ly  e igh teen th  cen tu ry :  i t  had been around  e v e r  since families
began to  tu rn  in to  dyn as ties  and society became economically 
h ierarchical. However, in the  la t te r  half of th e  sev en teen th  cen tu ry  
and well into the  e ig h teen th ,  th is  leitmotif took on new prominence, 
especially  in English comedy. With the  res to ra tion  of Charles II, 
marriage, especially m arriage fo r  money, came increas ing ly  u n d e r  
a t ta ck  by the  wits who comprised C harles 's  c o u r t  and dominated the  
social scene. This a t t i tu d e  was a d ire c t  re s u l t  of socio-economic 
conditions in 1660, conditions which had u n de rgone  s ign if ican t change 
by th e  time C en tliv re 's  play was p roduced . Indeed, Aphra Behn's 
p laywriting ca ree r  (1670-1687) and C en tliv re 's  (1700-1722) encompass 
th e  pivotal yea rs  when England began i ts  trans it ion  from a "feudal-  
a g ricu ltu ra l"  to a "bo u rg eo is- in d u str ia l  socie ty ."2 The c a re - f re e  days  
Behn knew u n d e r  Charles II ended  with his death  in 1685 when 
parliam entary  opposition to James II re su lted  in th e  so-called 
"Glorious Revolution" of 1688, the  w atershed  y ear  in which England 
was irrevocab ly  s e t  on the  path to  constitu tional monarchy and 
European suprem acy. Behn lived long enough to see William and Mary 
ascend  th e  th ro n e  in 1689, b u t  Centlivre w itnessed f i r s t -h a n d  the  
b i r th -p a n g s  of a nation s t ru g g lin g  to shed  th e  la s t  v es t ig es  of
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medievalism and e n te r  a new era . By th e  time of S u san n a 's  death  in 
1723, Behn's beloved S tu a r t s  had been replaced by th e  Hanovers, and 
new legislation and economic policies were breaking  down a class 
system once th o u g h t  inviolate.
This revolution in politics, economics, and society made an 
indelible impression on p layw righ ts  whose livelihood depended  on 
pleasing as many paying custom ers as possible. Therefore , an 
u n d e rs tan d in g  of th e se  a sp ec ts  of British h is to ry  from 1660 to  1723 
is fundamental to an appreciation  of the  w orks of Behn and Centlivre, 
with special a t ten tion  to how d iffe ren tly  each handles th e  comedy of 
in tr ig u e .  Those d ifferences  have a lready  been d iscussed  in C hap ters  
Two and Three. This chap te r ,  then, will focus on sign ifican t political 
ev en ts  between 1670, when Aphra Behn began h e r  p laywriting ca ree r ,
and 1723, th e  y e a r  S usanna  Centlivre died, and the  socio-economic
rep e rcu ss io n s  of th e se  political even ts .
Charles II (r. 1660-1685)
By th e  time Aphra Behn made her  p laywriting d e b u t  with The 
Forced Marriage  in 1670, much of the  euphoria  which had su rro u n d e d  
the  res to ra tion  of King Charles II to the  th ro n e  had d issipa ted  in th e  
face of in te rn a l  d issension, war, and na tura l d isas te rs .  Charles 
succeeded to his f a th e r 's  position with much of th e  "Glorious 
M artyr 's"  sovere ign ty  in tac t  th a n k s  to th e  c o u n try 's  d isg u s t  with 
Cromwell and th e  reform s of the  Puritan  Revolution. One h istorian  
has noted:
In th a t  reaction lay  a  determination, which was 
p rofoundly  to influence th e  politics of the  coming
generation , th a t  civil war should not come again. The
most conspicuous legacy of the  revolution was a  b i t te r
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one: th e  en tren ch m en t of th a t  politics of polarization and 
vilification which the  h a tre d s  of civil war had c rea ted
and which was to p e rs is t  th ro u g h  th e  rem ainder of th e
S tu a r t  Age.3
Indeed, C harles 's  25 y ear  reign was to be charac te r ized  by a  fie rce  
s t ru g g le  between th e  Court and a Parliament composed of rival
factions who kep t the  religious and class hostilities of th e  Civil War 
alive.
Parliament, p a r ticu la r ly  the  Commons, had a lready  begun to flex 
i ts  muscles in 1661. The so-called "Cavalier" o r  "Pensioner"
Parliament met May 8, 1661, and lasted  fo r  e ighteen  years. Under the  
new governm ent, common-law co u r ts  were given wider ju risd ic tion  and 
Parliament i tse lf  took ov e r  many legal d u tie s  once re se rv ed  fo r  th e  
King and his m inisters .4 The y ea r  of 1661 also marked th e  beginning 
of th e  Commons' ascendancy  over the  House of Lords in in itia ting bills 
and ap p ro p ria t in g  supplies, an ascendancy  firmly es tab lished  by 1678.5 
Over the  course  of the  next five  years , th e  Cavalier Parliament passed 
a se r ie s  of sev e re  laws known as the  Clarendon Code designed  
specifically to keep nonconform ists o u t  of cen tra l o r  local governm ent. 
(Nonconformists were th e  political r iva ls  of th e  Cavalier-Anglican 
p a r ty . )6 Thus, the  g roundw ork  was laid fo r the  political s t r i fe  to 
come.
Among o th e r  s ign if ican t developm ents before 1670 was Charles 's  
m arriage in 1662 to  the  Catholic p r in cess  Catherine of Braganza, 
awakening fea rs  th a t  he might a ttem pt to re s to re  Catholicism in 
England. As i t  would tu rn  out, those  fe a rs  were ju s tif ied . Catherine 
was th e  In fan ta  of Portugal, and Portugal was an ally of France. 
C harles 's  predilection fo r  all th in g s  French and his favor to  Catholics
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would be th e  causes  fo r much of th e  d issension  d u r in g  his reign and 
his gradual alienation from Parliament.7
In 1660, Parliament had passed  th e  Navigation Act whose declared 
ob jec t was " the  in c rease  of sh ipp ing"  bu t which was actually  a 
b la tan t  a ttem pt to c u t  in on th e  lu c ra t iv e  t ra d e  of th e  Dutch. 
E ngland 's  se izu re  of Dutch s ta t io n s  on th e  West African coast and i ts  
tak ing  of New Amsterdam (New York), an English e f fo r t  to exclude the  
N etherlands from t ra d e  with the  North American colonies, p rec ip ita ted  
th e  Second Anglo-Dutch War in 1664. Then, both England and Holland 
w ere ravaged  by the  Great Plague in 1665. When hostilities  resumed 
in 1666, France and Denmark came to Holland's aid to fulfill t re a ty  
obligations. In Septem ber of th a t  year , th e  Great F ire  of London 
d es troyed  much of th e  c ity . By 1667, England was almost b a n k ru p t  
because  of the  war, and in Ju n e  th e  nation was humiliated ,when the  
Dutch brazenly  sailed up th e  Medway and b u rn ed  and cap tu red  some 
of th e  Navy's g re a te s t  sh ips. England had had it. In July , peace 
was concluded b u t  th e  war had d es tro y ed  th e  1661 consensus  and 
momentarily eliminated any beg inn ings  of a  recovery  in royal finances 
th a t  would have made th e  governm ent in d ep en d en t  of th e  p u rse  
s t r in g s  of Parliament.8
In Jan u a ry  1668, the  S ec re ta ry  of S tate , th e  Earl of Arlington, 
joined Dutch and Spanish m inisters in an alliance whose ob jec t  was 
to compel the  French king, Louis XIV, to end his war with the  
Spanish  N etherlands and g ive up his g a in s .9 However, two y e a rs  
la te r ,  King Charles himself s igned  th e  s e c re t  T rea ty  of Dover in which 
he promised to collaborate  with Louis in an a t tack  on th e  Dutch
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republic; fu r therm ore , in a s e c re t  clause, he ag reed  to  declare  himself 
a Catholic and re in s ta te  Roman Catholicism in England. He did not 
fulfill th e  la t te r  obligation .10 The year, 1670, also saw A phra Behn's 
p layw riting debut.
Two y ears  la te r ,  war p rep a ra t io n s  p rev en ted  the  governm ent 
from repay ing  i t s  d eb ts ,  causing a c r is is  of confidence in London and 
perm anently  damaging th e  governm ent's  c re d i t  ( the  "Stop of the  
Exchequer"). Then in March 1673, England en te red  th e  Third  Dutch 
War as  an ally of France. Two days  ear lie r ,  Charles had is sued  a 
Declaration of Indu lgence  removing th e  penal laws from Catholics and 
perm itting P ro te s tan t  nonconformists f ree  exercise  of th e i r  religion 
u n d e r  license. C harles 's  use  of th e  royal p re roga tive  to su p e r se d e  
th e  Parliam entary ac ts  outlawing relig ious d is se n t  d is tu rb ed  many, 
in fu r ia ted  the  Anglicans who had been s taunch  S tu a r t  su p p o r te rs ,  and 
awakened fea rs  of Catholic penetra tion  a t c o u r t .11
When Charles had to call Parliament to ge t money fo r  th e  war, 
i t  compelled him to cancel th e  Declaration and to adopt a Test Act 
which would effectively  p re v e n t  Catholics from holding office. 
C harles 's  b ro th e r ,  James, re s igned  as Lord High Admiral, confirming 
th e  rumors of his Catholicism. A successfu l p ropaganda  campaign was 
launched by Dutch ag en ts  and th e ir  allies pointing to  recen t 
developm ents as proof th a t  C harles 's  m inisters  were a ttem pting  to 
in tro d u ce  Catholicism in to  th e  coun try , as  well as  a F ren ch -s ty le  
absolu te  monarchy. This re su lted  in a  popular demand fo r  peace. 
When Parliament met again in the  w inter, i t  criticized the  
governm ent's  re lig ious and foreign  policies and Jam es's  conversion
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and re fused  to allocate money fo r  th e  war. As a resu lt ,  England was 
forced to make a  s ep a ra te  peace with th e  Dutch in F eb ru a ry  1674.12
Charles hoped to  regain  the  su p p o r t  of th e  Anglican majority in 
Parliament by re tu rn in g  to an Anglican policy and promoting an 
Anglican minister, S ir  Thomas Osborne, who was made Earl of Danby 
in 1674. Danby s e t  abou t v igorously  enforc ing  th e  laws aga ins t  
nonconformists and Catholics. He also so u g h t  to s t re n g th e n  the  
governm ent's  w eakness in th e  Commons, whose power was increasing  
th a n k s  to C harles 's  poverty  and th e  financial demands of war, by 
paying members from th e  excise revenue. Danby's b r ib e ry  alarmed 
th e  conserva tive  co u n try  g e n try  concerned  with the  su rv iva l of f ree  
Parliaments. His persecution  of relig ious d is se n te rs  re su lted  in an 
alliance between Catholic and P ro te s ta n t  nonconform ists to s top  his 
re p re ss iv e  Anglican measures. Consequently , d u r in g  much of Danby's 
adm inistration (1674-79), Parliament was p ro ro g u ed .13
With no money from Parliament, Charles was forced to live off 
small subsid ies  from Louis XIV, th u s  s t re n g th en in g  th e  hold the  
French  king had on his impecunious neighbor. Danby a ttem pted  to 
remedy th is  s ituation  by renewing old taxes and gen era t in g  new 
revenue. So in December 1677, England s igned a t re a ty  with Holland 
vowing to e n te r  th e  war on th e  Dutch s ide  if Louis re fused  to 
negotia te  on te rm s they  found acceptable. Louis did, and  England 
p re p a red  fo r war once again. U nfortunate ly  fo r  Danby, th e  war 
ended  before England could join i t  so she  was le f t  with an army b u t 
without suffic ien t fu n d s  to d isband  i t  and an additional d eb t  of more 
than  750,000 pounds. Danby's enemies had sp re ad  suspicion th a t  the
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supp lies  he had obtained from Parliament were to s t r e n g th e n  th e  
s tan d in g  army, fanning  th e  flames of anxiety th a t  th e  King would t r y  
to u s u rp  the  power of Parliam ent.14
Confidence in th e  governm ent was also shaken  la te  in 1678 when 
Titus Oates, a d is re p u tab le  ex-Anglican clergyman who had been 
recen tly  in tra in ing  to be a J e s u i t  p r ie s t  in France, came forw ard  
with "evidence" of a supposed  Catholic plot to kill Charles. 
Incrim inating le t te r s  were  found in th e  possession of Jam es’s 
s ec re ta ry ,  Coleman, and although  Coleman had been acting on his own 
in itia tive , rumor implicated James. While Oates and his associates  were 
hard ly  unimpeachable w itnesses, th e  so-called  "Popish Plot" confirmed 
th e  w ors t fe a rs  of many th a t  th e  p re sen c e  of Catholics in high places 
was indicative  of an a ttem pt to s u b v e r t  English religion and liberties . 
Consequently, th e re  was an o u tb re a k  of violent feeling ag a in s t  English 
Catholics which even re su lted  in some executions. This d e s tro y ed  
w ha tever national un ity  was le f t  from th e  1660 consensus  as th e  
nation was divided by th e  "Exclusion Crisis" (1678-81).
The "Exclusion Crisis" en su ed  when Parliament demanded th a t  
James be removed from co u r t  and in fluence  to be replaced as 
C harles 's  su ccesso r  by th e  Duke of Monmouth, th e  King's illegitimate 
son. Although Charles took many of th e  opposition leaders ,  including 
th e  Earl of S h a fte sb u ry ,  in to  th e  P rivy  Council and tem porarily  exiled 
James, he was unable to p re v e n t  Danby 's  impeachment or s top  the  
in troduction  of a bill in to  th e  Commons excluding James from the  
th rone . Once again, th e  King was compelled to p rorogue, then  
dissolve, Parliament.15
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After having dissolved Parliament, Charles was forced to  call i t  
again in A ugust 1680 a s  taxes had ru n  o u t  and th e  colony of Tangier 
was massacred by a powerful Moorish army. When Parliament met in 
October, i t  was c lea r  the  Whigs had gained th e  u p p e r  hand. The 
Commons passed  a second Exclusion Bill which was defeated in th e  
Lords. So in J a n u a ry  1681, th e  Commons re fused  th e  King any 
fu r th e r  su p p ly  until th e  Exclusion Bill was passed. Parliament was 
dissolved, and new elections held in th e  hope th a t  the  radicalism of 
S h a f te sb u ry  and his cohorts  had alienated th e  c o u n try .16
U nfortunately , th e  Parliament th a t  met a t  Oxford in 1681 b ro u g h t 
in ano ther  Exclusion Bill and was dissolved a f te r  a week. However, 
the  p re s s u re  on Charles was easing: T angier was saved; Louis of
France ag reed  to give him a small subsidy ; and a new T reasu ry  
Commission had in s t i tu te d  reform s th a t  were to C harles 's  advantage . 
Since he no longer had to depend on Parliament fo r  finances, Charles 
had no reason to call one and n ev e r  did again. In the  la s t  fou r 
y ea rs  of his reign, he achieved some political independence  by close 
collaboration with th e  Tory-Anglican g e n try .  In F eb ruary  1685, Charles 
II died sudden ly  and unexpectedly, declaring  himself a Catholic on his 
d e a th -b e d .17
The v ic issitudes  of C harles 's  re ign were largely  the  re su l t  of his 
economic policy. Burdened with a  d e b t  of a t  leas t  925,000 pounds a t 
his accession, he was d ep en d en t on a re c a lc i tran t  House of Commons 
fo r  taxes to  s u p p o r t  h is  governm ent.18 Chronically s h o r t  of money 
and periodically a t odds  with th e  Commons, he tu rn e d  to foreign 
powers, most notably France, fo r  financial a ss is tan ce  even though  his
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dependence  on them could adverse ly  a ffec t England 's  political and 
economic in te re s ts .  His foreign  w ars  only made m atte rs  worse, 
increas ing  his dependence  on Parliament. Unable to levy any form of 
un-P arliam entary  taxation, Charles rou tinely  an tic ipated  rev en u e  by 
borrowing from London b a n k s .19 The King's ir resp o n s ib le  borrowing 
hab its  proved a decisive fac to r  in th e  evolution of a banking  system 
in England. Heretofore, th e  principal borrow er from th e  banks  had 
been th e  governm ent b u t  th e  "Stop of the  Exchequer" in 1672, when 
th e  Crown declared i tse lf  unable to pay i t s  deb ts ,  had profoundly  
shaken the  loaning in s t i tu t io n s '  confidence in the  Crown so fo r  the  
next several decades  o r  so London banks  cautiously  avoided making 
loans to th e  governm ent and re s tr ic ted  them selves to p r iv a te  loans.20
The Restoration also saw a defin ite  change  in th e  way the  
landowning classes  viewed th e i r  land. This new breed  of land lo rds  
realized th a t  in promoting th e  bes t  in te r e s t s  of th e i r  ten an ts ,  they  
would be con tribu ting  to th e i r  own p ro sp e r i ty .  F u r th e r  ass is tance  
was gained from the  governm ent whose major goal a t  th is  time was to 
stimulate production and p ro tec t th e  p roducer ,  r a th e r  than  to 
sa feg u a rd  the  consum er o r to p re se rv e  th e  su b s is ten ce  farm er. Thus 
laws, as well as  ag r icu ltu ra l  improvements, gave  g re a t  im petus to 
production .21
The adven t of la rg e  commercial farm s forced many su b s is ten ce  
farm ers  and co ttag e rs  off th e i r  land because  of th e i r  inability  to 
compete in an a tm osphere  designed  to  promote th e  in te r e s t s  of la rg e  
landow ners. Many of th e  d ispossessed  so u g h t  " the  g re a te r  freedom 
and economic o p p o rtu n i ty  of the  cities, w here  a mass of casual labor
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p rev en ted  wages r is ing  too rap id ly  and  began to form th a t  new 
phenomenon, th e  mob."22 At th is  time, also, in d u s tr ia l  rebellion began 
to take  on more modern forms in s tr ik e s ,  mutinies, and riots. One 
effec t  of th e  Restoration was to  s t r e n g th e n  the  position of the  
employing c lasses  s ince  high re n ts  from p ro sp e ro u s  te n an ts  and cheap 
labor from s ta rv in g  people benefited  landow ners. Thus, th e  
d is tinction between lab o r  and capital was s ta r t in g  to appear. 
Historian C hris topher Hill concludes th a t  England was becoming a two- 
c lass  society, divided in to  the  ruling c lass and  the  masses.23
The r ise  of commercial farming also underm ined the  trad itional 
s t r u c tu r e  of ru ra l  society. A ris ing food m arket motivated th e  
a r is tocracy , gentlemen fa rm ers  and yeoman fa rm ers  to buy more land 
o r ra ise  r e n ts  to meet th e  demands of the  m arket.24 Thus, land lo rds  
p rofited  from h igher  ren ts ;  some yeomen did well enough to  become 
g en try ,  a rapidly  expanding c lass  with inc reas ing  wealth and  social 
and political ambition. However, husbandm en and  in d ep en d en t fa rm ers  
did not fa re  ve ry  well as they  could not p roduce  fo r the  m arke t.25
Nowhere was th e  distinction between th e  c lasses  more a p p a re n t  
than  in social behavior. The c o u r t  of Charles II shocked even th e  
jaded  sensib ilities  of o th e r  European co u r ts  with i ts  debau ch e ry  and 
dep rav ity . John Evelyn opined th a t  " th e  king had thorough ly  
d iss ipa ted  th e  immense s tock of goodwill with which he began his 
reign by his libertinism, his neg lec t of s ta te  b us iness  and his 
a p p a re n t  ind iffe rence  in m atters  of re lig ion ."26 He su r ro u n d e d  himself 
with men who took th e i r  cue  from th e  Merry Monarch and lived lives 
of unbrid led  hedonism. The escapades  of th e se  libertines , many of
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whom were Aphra Behn's f r ien d s  and models fo r  h e r  heroes, 
scandalized th e  g re a te r  portion of England which was still in fluenced  
by y ears  of Puritan  rule. The complete amorality of C harles 's  co u r t  
even tually  alienated a majority of his s u b je c ts  and motivated much of 
th e  opposition his governm ent faced.
In d ire c t  c o n tra s t  to th e  excesses of th e  a r is to c racy  was the  
moderation prac ticed  by th e  hard -w ork ing , God-fearing middle-class. 
Unlike the  u p p e r  class, who played fa s t  and loose with th e  sanc ti ty  
of marriage, those  of th e  middling ran k  built th e i r  lives around 
families. The formation of individual families was of g re a t  economic 
significance in th a t  each one was a new economic un it which could 
o p era te  i ts  own bus iness  o r  work fo r  o th e rs ,  as well as be a new unit 
of consumption.27 During th e  S tu a r t  period, those  of th e  middling and
u p p e r  ran k s  of society enjoyed in c reased  p ro sp e r i ty  which was
reflected in many face ts  of life, such  as homebuilding. A change  in 
ta s te  b ro u g h t  a g re a t  demand for labor which provided  employment 
fo r  the  much la rg e r  segm ent of th e  population unable to afford  most 
of the  new p ro d u c ts .28
However, one a sp e c t  of Restoration life among th e  u p p e r  c lasses  
did not benefit from th is  new world-view: th e  p ro p e r ty -m arr ia g e
system. For cen tu r ies ,  m arriage among th e  a r is tocracy  had been a 
means of gaining wealth and consolidating power. Matrimony was a 
bus iness  deal motivated solely by financial and political considera tions  
ra th e r  than th e  d es ires  of the  b ride  and  groom. The la t t e r  were
simply pawns in th e  p rocess  of building dynasties . D ynasties were
pred ica ted  on prim ogeniture  so a ch ild 's  p a te rn ity  should  n e v e r  be in
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doubt. What th is  meant to women was th a t  th e ir  sole value lay in 
th e i r  chas ti ty ,  a commodity jealously  g u a rd ed  by fa th e r s  among th e  
rich  and middling people. Thus, women were considered  p ro p e r ty  
both by society and by th e  law. A woman was su b ju g a ted  f i r s t  to 
h e r  fa th e r  who then  "sold" he r  to h e r  next master, h e r  husband . 
U nfortunately , a f te r  th e  Restoration, due  to a sh o rtag e  of eligible men, 
th e  m arriage m arket was weighted heavily ag a in s t  women. By th e  end 
of th e  sev en teen th  c en tu ry ,  the  ratio  between a woman's dowry, the  
cash sum h e r  f a th e r  gave to th e  groom upon m arriage to his 
d a u g h te r ,  and th e  jo in tu re , an ag reed -u p o n  income promised to the  
b ride  by th e  groom, was ten to one. This meant th a t  a woman's 
saleable value had d ropped  to half of w hat i t  had been in j u s t  a little  
o v e r  half a c e n tu ry .29
This was v e ry  bad news fo r  women of the  u p p e r  c lasses  since 
the  only two roles available to women in s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  England 
were those  of wife or m istress. Both capacities  le f t  women d ep en d en t  
upon th e  men in th e i r  lives bu t th e re  was v e ry  little  chance th a t  a 
woman could s u rv iv e  on her  own. The so-called "sexual revolution" 
of 1660 had given women like Aphra Behn and h e r  c irc le  a cer ta in  
m easure of freedom b u t  th e  majority of women remained u n d e r  the  
yoke of enforced  ch as t i ty  imposed by th e  p ro p e r ty -m arr iag e  system. 
And even Behn and h e r  f r ien d s  su ffe red  u n d e r  th e  double s ta n d a rd  
a t  work in society th a t  b ran d ed  a woman a whore if  she  behaved as 
promiscuously as a  man. This belief was p ropagated  by th e  v e ry  
rak es  who paid l ip -se rv ic e  to th e  idea of sexual equality  b u t  who 
cynically reg a rd ed  all women as so u rces  of cheap sex. Thus, th e
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unevenly  balanced m arriage m arket and th e  easy availability of sex 
undermined women's position in socie ty .30 This devaluation of women 
was Aphra Behn's main concern  which motivated most of h e r  work.
The loosening of moral s t r i c tu r e s  a f te r  1660 was also reflec ted  
in a decline in ch u rch  a ttendance . Many who went to ch u rch  had no 
u n d e rs tan d in g  of Christianity ; o th e rs  d id n 't  go a t  all, desp ite  the  
penalties. This t re n d  began to a ffec t  th e  more respec tab le  sec tions 
of society as the  period p ro g ressed . According to P e te r  Earle, 
M[M]aterialism, hedonism and a growing secu la r  s p i r i t  informed the  
minds of socie ty ."31 At the  Restoration, th e  Bishops los t much of the  
power thay  had had as th e  suprem acy of Parliament over them became 
a p p aren t .  Thus, they  lo s t  th e i r  dominance in politics.
While the  Church may have lo s t  most of i ts  g round  in politics 
and society, i t  re ta ined  control of education. The Parliamentarian 
belief in equality  of educational o p p o r tu n i ty  had given r ise  to 
grammar schools in th e  In te rregnum . After the  Restoration, i t  was 
widely believed th a t  th e se  schools had caused  th e  Civil War because 
th e y  had educated  too many people above th e i r  p ro p e r  s tation. 
Consequently , educational expansion, which had begun in th e  cen tu ry  
before  th e  Civil War, slowed down a f te r  1660. Over half of the  
population was illiterate . Not su rp r is in g ly ,  th e  poor accounted for 
most of th is  f ig u re  since th e i r  ch ild ren  received little  or no education. 
If th ey  had some ty p e  of schooling, i t  usually term inated around  th e  
age of ten  because  th ey  had to  go to work to  help s u p p o r t  the  family. 
The la rg e s t  section of th e  population benefiting from educational 
expansion were th e  m iddle-c lasses.32 Peter Earle notes th e  growing
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d isp a r i ty  between popular and educa ted  beliefs in the  S tu a r t  period 
and a t t r ib u te s  th e  situation to unequal access to  education. He 
concludes th a t  " th is  division in belief p rov ides  a good example of a 
mental polarization which paralleled th e  increasing  economic 
polarization of ru ra l  socie ty ."33
Nowhere was th e re  more ev idence of a mental polarization among 
society as a whole than  in th e  Restoration th ea tre s .  Charles, and 
James as well, had a passion fo r drama and a tten d ed  plays frequen tly , 
making the  p layhouses the  cu ltu ra l focal points of society. Both the  
King's Company and the  Duke's Company depended  largely  on co u rt  
pa tronage  fo r  surv ival. While recen t  scho larsh ip  su g g es ts  th a t  the  
Restoration audience covered a b ro ad e r  social spectrum  than  was 
here to fore  believed, the  fac t  remains th a t  the  cost of a ttend ing  a  play 
was prohib itive  fo r  all b u t  th e  well-to-do. While th e re  may have been 
some citizens among the  u p p e r-c la ss  pa trons , t r u e  tradesm en were not 
welcome.34 Thus, most of th e  plays of th e  period reflected  the  ta s te  
and morality of th e i r  a r is tocra tic  audiences.
And what a rowdy g roup  they  were! The play was definitely  not 
the  focus fo r  the  fashionable  who viewed th e a tre -g o in g  primarily as 
a social occasion a t  which to see and  be seen. During perform ances, 
audience members chatted  audibly with each o ther, p ro s t i tu te s  plied 
th e i r  t ra d e  and gallan ts  f r eq u en tly  brawled among themselves, when 
not heckling th e  perform ers. Dramatists of th e  period responded  by 
ca te ring  to the  ta s te s  of th e i r  fickle audiences. Heroic t ra g e d y  was 
popular until the  mid-1670s when th e  comedy of m anners began to 
dominate th e  s tage . This g en re  reflected the  change  in society  as i t
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depicted  fa ithfu lly  th e  gay, amoral l ifes ty le  of th e  c o u r t  and  its  
han g ers-o n .  I t  rep ro d u ced  th e  w itty  re p a r te e  of th e  u p p e r-c la ss  and 
its  sophistication while i t  unmercifully sa tir ized  th e  follies of o th e rs  
not born  with a s i lv e r  spoon. Other s t r a t a  of society viewed these  
plays as licentious, v u lg a r  and blasphemous; an o th e r  indication of the  
gulf  th a t  developed between th e  King and the  majority of his 
su b jec ts .
Not only did d e sp e ra te  p layw righ ts  a ttem pt to keep th e  a tten tion  
of th e i r  re s t le s s  p a tro n s  with bawdy language  and ero tic  s i tua tions  
b u t  they  also inc reas ing ly  began to  use  th e  nontextual re so u rces  of 
the  th e a t re  to  dazzle th e  eyes  and e a r s  of a jaded  clientele. As the  
period p ro g ressed , s cen e ry  became extremely elaborate , and e ffects  
and machinery more sophistica ted , to  th e  point of su rp ass in g  th e  text 
as the  most im portant elem ent.35 Music, song and dance saw th e i r  full 
developm ent d u ring  th e  Restoration to  th e  point w here v ir tua lly  no 
play was f ree  of them, no m atter how inapprop ria te .  The s t r u c tu r e  
of t rag ed ies  and comedies was being weakened as  they  were designed  
more with an eye  toward the  musical en te r ta inm en t they  could provide 
r a th e r  than  th e i r  opp o rtu n i t ie s  fo r a r t is t ic  express ion .36 All of these  
t r e n d s  can be seen in th e  w orks of Aphra Behn, from h e r  ea r ly  heroic 
traged ies ,  like The Forced Marriage (1670), to he r  la s t  play performed 
d u r in g  her lifetime, th e  farcical masque, The Emperor of th e  Moon 
(1687).
In addition to writing to please the  changing  ta s te  of th e  beau 
monde. Behn sh ared  an o th er  t r a i t  with h e r  male colleagues—a defin ite  
Royalist bias. During th e  1660s and fo r  most of th e  1670s, the
majority of p lays in w h a tever  g en re  championed the  Cavalier cause 
and vilified th e  King's enemies in th e  Civil War, especially  those 
d is se n te rs  in th e  bu s in ess  community who had su p p o rted  Cromwell.37 
This was hard ly  s u rp r is in g  conside ring  th a t  Charles had g ran ted  
p a ten ts  to two men only, giving them a v ir tua l  monopoly of theatrical 
activ ities. Those two men, Thomas Killigrew and Sir William D'Avenant, 
were both dyed -in -the -w oo l Tories who probab ly  recognized th a t  the ir  
financial su rv iva l depended  on c o u r t  pa tronage. Indeed , many 
dram atis ts  were co u r t ie rs ,  whose political sen tim ents  coincided exactly 
with th e ir  so v e re ig n 's  s ince  they  had a v es ted  in te re s t  in seeing th a t  
th e  monopoly su rv iv ed . Scholar John Loftis cites  D ryden 's  p lays as 
th e  most com prehensive express ions  of Royalist p reoccupations and 
say s  th e ir  political themes may be considered  typical of th e  prevailing  
sentim ent on th e  s tag e  d u r in g  the  six ties and  sev en tie s .38 I f  we take  
D ryden 's  dram atic  w orks as th e  paradigm of th is  period, then  plays 
depicted " the  common people as a th o u g h tle ss  and irresp o n s ib le  mob," 
exp ressed  contem pt fo r  s ta te c ra f t  and statesm en and, by implication, 
constitu tional p rincip les , and ce leb ra ted  "k in g sh ip  lavishly p o rtray in g  
i t  not as a n ecessa ry  condition to th e  fulfillment of a social compact, 
b u t  r a th e r  as an awesome s ta te  sanctioned  in the  o rd e r  of n a tu re ." 39 
Due to censorsh ip , Whig p layw righ ts  w ere  given little  chance  of 
express ing  th e ir  views, except fo r  a t ta c k s  on Catholicism, and  even 
those  la rge ly  d isappea red  a f te r  1680. But politics ons tage  lo s t  ou t to 
th e  politics happening  offstage. The la s t  y ea rs  of C harles 's  reign 
were marked by political upheaval and  turmoil which re su lted  in a 
declining a ttendance  a t the  th e a t re s .  In an a ttem pt to  mend the ir
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rev e rsa l  in fo r tune , th e  two th e a t re  companies merged in to  one, th e  
United Company, in 1682 so th a t  until 1695 London had only one 
th ea tre ,  one venue  fo r  all of E ngland 's  p lay w rig h ts .40
We have a lready  seen th e  de le te rious  e ffec ts  on A phra Behn's 
c a re e r  occasioned by th e  decline responsib le  fo r  th e  formation of the  
United Company b u t  th e a t r e  h is torian  Allardyce Nicoll o b se rv es  th a t  
in h e r  ca ree r  Behn "was es tab lish ing  a s u r e r  position fo r h e r  s i s te r s  
than any  of the  Elizabethan women had succeeded  in e s tab lish in g ."41 
This was a considerab le  achievem ent g iven  th a t  while the  "grow th of 
commercial capitalism, the  trans it ion  from a r is to c ra t ic  feudalism to 
dynastic  monarchy, th e  sp read  of education  and p rin t ing , the  
P ro te s tan t  Reformation, and th e  Scientific Revolution had changed a 
g re a t  deal in th e  lives of men," li t t le  improved fo r  women, who even 
lo s t  g ro u n d  in some ways a t  th is  time.42 Professions trad itionally  
belonging to women were being ap p ro p r ia ted  by men. Enclosure also 
gradually  affected working women in th a t  some of those  who lo s t  th e i r  
land s tayed  in ru ra l  a reas  and s t ru g g le d  fo r a p recarious  existence 
while o th e rs  migrated to cities only to  be excluded from th e  skilled 
occupations th a t  capital investm en t and u rban  reconstruc tion  were 
c rea ting . At the  same time, trad itional family s t r u c tu r e  based on kin 
was giving way to a family unit  based on the  married couple. Since 
a woman's wages w ere usually  tw o - th i rd s  those  of a man, economic 
independence  fo r  a s ingle  woman was extremely difficult. Thus, 
changing  work p a t te rn s  forced  many women to look to  m arriage fo r 
economic su rv iv a l .43
However, not all occupations were closed to women. More and 
more of them w ere  a t t ra c ted  to education as  a p ro fess ion .44 Another 
profession whose ran k s  began to be swelled by women was writing, 
d esp ite  th e  hostility  of society tow ards  those  bold souls who dared  to 
t r a n s g re s s  th a t  exclusively male dominion. Published w orks by women 
began to in c rease  s teadily  in th e  sev en teen th  c en tu ry ,  then  
exponentially in th e  e ig h te e n th .45 One estim ate is th a t  fo u r  hun d red  
women wrote between 1640 and 1700 in England, th e i r  works 
consti tu ting  approximately one p e rcen t  of th e  tex ts  pub lished .46 Many 
who wrote were in sp ired  by the  ongoing debate  ov e r  th e  supposed  
in fe r io r ity  of women th a t  had been rag ing  since th e  Middle Ages. 
O thers, like Aphra Behn, who had l i te ra ry  asp ira tions  expressed  
feminist sentim ents  a t  leas t  p a r tly  because of th e  misogyny and 
obstac les  they  faced as female w r i te r s .47 Women scholars , a lthough 
still considered unusual, inc reased  d u r in g  th is  period so th a t  the  
mid- and late  sev en teen th  c e n tu ry  saw an unp receden ted  outpouring  
of polemical w riting by women who sh ared  a collective aw areness  of 
th e i r  g en d e r  and a d e s ire  to a d d re s s  th e  s u b je c t  of women's condition 
and potential in the  so-called "quere lle  des  femmes.1,48 Thus, th e  
sev en teen th  c e n tu ry  saw a flowering of women's a r t  as more and more 
women—e ith e r  by necessity  or by choice—wrote  fo r a living. These 
p ioneers  le f t  us  with a legacy of feminist aes the tic s  and with a rich 
p ic tu re  of female experience, b u t  p e rh ap s  " the  most im portan t a spec t 
of the  legacy was the  growing collective aw areness  of g en d e r  not only 
as a determ ining fac to r  of individual id en ti ty  b u t  also as th e  
param eter of most te n e ts  of social, political, and intellectual
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en d eav o r."49 These w rite rs  recognized th e  oppression  of th e i r  sex 
u n d e r  p a tr ia rch y  and a rg u ed  tha t,  as human beings, they  should be 
accorded th e  same r ig h ts  and priv ileges  en joyed  by males: "One
should ju d g e  a person  by his o r  he r  accomplishments, ear ly  feminists 
a rgued , not by g e n d e r ." 50
Many of th ese  female w rite rs  of th e  ea r ly  Modern e ra  were 
married and did not necessarily  seek  to  emulate the  male ideal in 
th e i r  works; consequently , they  often  c rea ted  female heroes, women 
who were not merely appendages  to men, in a ttem pts  to valorize 
female experience and th e  con tribu tions  of women to socie ty .51 The 
w ritings  of women scho la rs  of th is  period also re flec t an aw areness 
of shared , gender-spec if ic  ideas and experience. This sen se  of 
collectivity was manifested in the  "almost inevitab le  catalogs of famous 
v ir tu o u s /h e ro ic  women of th e  pas t  and p re sen t ,  whose examples a re  
p re sen ted  to s u p p o r t  th e  view th a t  women's supp ress ion  and supposed  
in fe r io r ity  a re  by no means historic, philosophic, o r  ethical 
ab so lu tes ."52 Female exemplars of all e ra s  were held up as proof th a t  
women were capable of con tr ibu ting  to civilization on e v e ry  level.
However, not all women shared  th is  new sen se  of g en d er  
collectivity. Some women w rite rs  were misogynistic in th e i r  a t t i tu d es  
tow ards  women who so u g h t public positions o r  who voiced p ro te s ts  
publicly. O thers seemed more concerned  about c lass than  g en d er  
when confronted with con trovers ia l issues ; a r is tocra tic  women tended 
to th in k  of themselves as a r is to c ra ts  f i r s t  and women second. Thus, 
th is  new self-consc iousness  abou t g e n d e r  is most prom inent in the  
w orks of th e  polemicists, n o n -a r is to c ra tic  women and successfu l
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w rite rs  like Aphra Behn, who continually  draw  a tten tion  to a g en d e r -  
bond .53
Like Behn, ear ly  Modern women scho lars  and w rite rs  boldly 
a s se r te d  woman's sp ir i tu a l  and  in te llectual equality  with man, citing 
woman's inadequa te  education  as  th e  cause  of h e r  seeming in ferio rity . 
Most g ir ls  were educa ted  ju s t  enough to  allow them to ru n  efficient 
households as th e i r  sole occupation would be marriage. Classical 
s tu d ie s  and in s t i tu t io n s  of h ig h e r  learn ing  were exclusively male 
p re se rv e s .  In 1675, th e  w r i te r  Hannah Woolley complained, "Most in 
th is  d ep raved  la te r  age th ink  a woman learned  and wise enough if she  
can d is t ingu ish  h e r  h u sb an d 's  bed from a n o th e r 's ." 54 Nearly every  
woman who published in th is  period p ro te s ted  the  insu ffic ien t 
education accorded to females. Educational pa r i ty  was one of the  
major concerns  of th e se  ear ly  fem inists  who firmly believed th a t  
women were capable of a tta in ing  th e  same in tellectual he igh ts  as men. 
(Many of them were living examples.) The o th e r  focus fo r feminist 
p ro te s ts  in th e  la te  sev en teen th  c e n tu ry  was men's trea tm en t of 
women in co u r tsh ip  and marriage. Not only did th e se  women call 
a tten tion  to th e  sexual double s ta n d a rd  b u t  th ey  also objected  to the  
total sub juga tion  of women within th ese  in s ti tu tio n s ,  even "delineating 
th e  ty p e s  of men who o p p re ssed  women: th e  seducer ,  th e  bully, the
w ife-beater, the  miser, the  fo p ."55 Feminist criticism in th is  area  
would become even h a r s h e r  in th e  next c en tu ry .
Thus, th e  tw en ty -f iv e  y e a rs  following Charles S tu a r t 's  res to ra tion  
to th e  th ro n e  saw dram atic  changes  tak ing  place in ev e ry  a spec t of 
English life. In sp ite  of political turmoil and various  wars, wide-
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rang ing  t r e n d s  in economics begun e a r l ie r  in th e  c e n tu ry  s ta r te d  to 
change  th e  social s t r u c tu r e  of England as commercial farming and 
burgeoning  urbanization  affected  both th e  c lass system  and th e  shape 
of family re la tionships. New ideas ab o u t individual r ig h ts  and th e  
erosion of trad itiona l values made i t  possible  fo r women to assail 
exclusively male bastions  as some p ro fess ions  and th e  l i te ra ry  a r ts ,  
as  well as to g ive voice to  a ris ing  fem inist consciousness. All of 
th e se  movements would con tinue  in th e  sh o r t- l iv ed  and tu rb u le n t  
re ign of James II.
James II (r .  1685-1688)
Given th e  considerab le  Parliam entary  opposition to th e  Catholic 
James during  C harles 's  lifetime, i t  is  somewhat s u rp r is in g  th a t  he 
succeeded his b ro th e r  to the  th ro n e  in 1685 re la tively  peacefully. 
There  were two revolts , one by th e  Earl of Argyll and th e  o th e r  by 
th e  Duke of Monmouth, b u t  both w ere  p u t  down in a m atter of weeks 
and th e ir  lead e rs  executed. The Parliament th a t  met in May of 1685 
was more favorable  to th e  King than  any  s ince  1661, in la rg e  p a r t  due 
to th e  remodelling of borough c h a r te r s  d u r in g  C harles 's  time. But 
th e re  may have been an o th er  cause  u n de rly ing  th e  new amity between 
sovereign  and leg islative  body. C h ris to p h e r  Hill o b se rv es  th a t  as 
c lass  lines sh a rp en ed  in th e  la te  sev en teen th  cen tu ry ,  and th e  gap 
between th e  "haves"  and th e  "h av e -n o ts "  widened, th e  "h av e -n o ts"  
were growing inc reas ing ly  re s t le s s  and hostile toward th e  smaller 
ru ling  class. This c lass  h a tred  grew  more a p p a re n t  as th e  age 
p ro g ressed , and aw areness  of i t  u n d e rp in n ed  much of th e  political 
th ink ing  of th e  g e n try .  Indeed , C harles 's  old nemesis, S h a f te sb u ry ,
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had alienated many as his policies grew  more radical so th a t  by the  
time of Jam es's  accession, many viewed th e  Whigs as  j u s t  as much a 
th re a t  to social s tab il i ty  as th e  Catholics. Thus, th e  m oderate g e n try  
gave  i ts  su p p o r t  to James and the  T ories .56
One w onders i f  so many would have rallied to Jam es 's  cause  if 
th e y  had known his s e c re t  ambition. According to Paul Seaward, 
Jam es’s ultimate goal was to reconcile England with Rome, not by force 
b u t  by es tab lish ing  to leration of Catholicism. He believed th a t  once 
Roman Catholicism had tak en  root in  England, i t s  a t tra c t io n s  would 
become obvious. Also, limiting his royal favo rs  to Catholics alone 
would be an incen tive  to those  seeking  power and  p re s t ig e .57 This 
was th e  d r iv ing  fo rce  behind all of Jam es’s  actions in h is s h o r t  reign.
I t  began auspiciously  enough as  a s t ro n g ly  Tory Parliament 
voted him th e  perm anen t revenues  enjoyed  by Charles with additional 
taxes .58 Then James began his Catholic campaign. In d ire c t  violation 
of th e  1673 Test Act designed  to keep Catholics and d is se n te rs  out of 
th e  armed forces, James g ra n te d  commissions to Catholics. He also 
used  th e  sh o r t- l iv ed  rebellions as an excuse  to ask  Parliament fo r a 
perm anen t s tand ing  army. When i t  met in November, Parliament 
ob jected  to his f la g ra n t  d is re g a rd  of th e  Test Act and su g g es ted  tha t, 
in s tead  of a s tan d in g  army, th e  militia should  be reorganized . 
Displeased, th e  King p ro rogued  Parliament which never  met again .59
Jam es 's  next a ssa u l t  on th e  T es t Act came in a legal action. 
James a ssu re d  a favorable  decision by ge tt ing  rid  of any ju s t ic e  
likely to  d isag ree  so in Godden vs. Hales, ju d g e s  ru led  th a t  th e  King 
had a r ig h t  to d ispense  with any law he chose, including  th e  Test
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Act. James used the  decision to appo in t Catholics to  offices in th e  
army. But fo r the  next th re e  y ea rs  he would continue  to  t r y  to 
cajole or bully th e  g e n try  in to  accep ting  a repeal of the  T est Act and 
penal laws ag a in s t  Catholics.80
Jam es's  agenda  became c lea re r  in 1686 as his Catholicising 
campaign go t u n d e r  way in e a rn es t .  Several key positions in 
governm ent were given to Catholics. A papal nuncio was publicly 
received, and severa l Catholic o rd e rs  opened houses in London. A 
Court of Commissioners fo r  Ecclesiastical Causes was s e t  up, which 
was ind is tingu ishab le  from th e  High Commission, declared  illegal in 
1641. James appointed th e  an ti-E nglish  P a p i s t  th e  Earl of Tyrconnel, 
Lord Lieutenant of Ire land  w here James was building a formidable 
Catholic army. Realizing th a t  th e  Tories were unwilling to repeal th e  
Test Act o r  the  penal laws ag a in s t  Catholics, James tu rn e d  to men who 
had been ou ts ide  the  law fo r  y e a r s —th e  d is sen te rs ,  repub licans  and 
Pap is ts—for su p p o rt .  He even en lis ted  th e  aid of his b ro th e r 's  
nemesis, th e  Whigs. The Parliam entary fran ch ise  and adm inistration of 
ju s tice  in many towns was handed ov e r  to  th e se  men. Consequently, 
Catholics and radical d is s e n te rs  were in tro d u ced  in to  local goverment. 
Finally, tow ards the  end of 1686, James dem onstra ted  his so lidarity  
with his new s u p p o r te rs  by f ir ing  some of his Tory m in is ters .61
James continued his reck less  dash  to d is a s te r  in April 1687 when 
he issued  a Declaration of Indu lgence  th a t  su spended  th e  t e s t s  and 
g ran ted  th e  f r e e  exercise  of th e i r  religion to  Catholics and P ro te s ta n t  
nonconformists. He o rd e red  a p u rg e  of Tory power in London, giving 
th e  c ity  back to th e  Whigs. In Ju ly , James dissolved Parliament, and,
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in an a ttem pt to e n su re  th a t  th e  next one would be favorab le  to his 
policies, continued his remodelling of town corpora tions, displacing the  
Anglican g e n try  from local offices and replacing them with ex-Whigs, 
Papists, d is sen te rs ,  Cromwellians and ex-parliam entarians. A y ea r  
la te r ,  he is sued  a n o th e r  Declaration of Indu lgence  and o rde red  
b ishops to have i t  read in e v e ry  ch u rch  in England on two success ive  
Sundays. Seven b ishops re fused , a rgu ing  th a t  the  King had no r ig h t  
to d ispense  with th e  s ta tu te s  denying  toleration to  nonconformists. 
They were tr ied  fo r sed itious libel b u t  found not guilty . His actions 
ou traged  th e  Anglican es tab lishm ent f u r th e r  and gained th e  su p p o r t  
of only some of the  d is se n te rs  and Whigs who were susp ic ious  of his 
Catholic policies and his inc reas ing ly  a rb i t r a r y  actions. Then, in June  
1688, Jam es 's  wife had a son, James Edward, and th e  s p e c te r  of a 
Catholic d y n as ty  ru ling  England h astened  an unlikely coalition of 
moderate Whigs and d is se n te rs  with Tories ag a in s t  governm ent 
policy.62 I t  was th e  beginning  of th e  end  for James.
C hris topher Hill observ es  th a t  th e  Tories were "badly  confused 
and ra tt led "  in 1688] while they  did not want to oppose a king, they  
believed th a t  th e i r  p ro p e r ty  and religion was in g rav e  d a n g e r  from 
an openly Catholic sovereign  who showed no re sp ec t  fo r  Parliam entary 
laws and l ibe r tie s  g ran ted  to his s u b je c ts  u n d e r  th e  law.63 The 
perceived th re a t  of Jam es 's  Catholicism and p ro g re s s  tow ards 
absolutism, not to mention his advancem ent of landless and nameless 
men, united  th e  p ropertied  c lass ag a in s t  him and healed th e  breach  
between Tory and Whig th a t  had seemed to th rea ten  civil war in 
1681.64
So i t  was th a t  a f te r  the  b ir th  of Jam es 's  son, an invita tion to 
invade  England signed  by seven prom inent Englishmen citing general 
d issa tisfaction  "with th e  p re s e n t  conduct of th e  governm ent in 
relation to . . . religion, l ibe r tie s  and p ro p e r t ie s ,"65 among o ther 
th ings , was s e n t  to Jam es 's  P ro te s tan t  son-in-law , William of Orange. 
William began p rep a ra t io n s  fo r  a fu ll-sca le  invasion, se tt in g  sail in 
November 1688 with th e  avowed in ten tion  to  force a  meeting of a " free  
and lawful Parliament" fo r  the  reconciliation of James and his 
s u b je c ts .66 For his p a r t ,  James began some hasty  back-pedalling and 
attem pted to win popu lar  s u p p o r t  by abandoning his most 
con trovers ia l policies. Among o th e r  th ings , he removed Catholics from 
th e  army, gave local offices back to th e  men he 'd  taken  them from, 
re tu rn e d  all th e  corpora tion  c h a r te r s  su r re n d e re d  since  1679, and 
d isbanded  th e  Ecclesiastical Commission. But i t  was too little  too late. 
He still re fu sed  to call a f ree  Parliament o r  promise r e d re s s  fo r o th e r  
g r ievances  which kep t suspicion abou t his in ten tions  alive. The 
English army d is in teg ra ted  u n d e r  defections and dese rtions , and 
James had little  popular su p p o rt .  When William landed a t Torbay, the  
peerage  and g e n try  flocked to h is  formidable army. James, fearing  
th e  same fa te  as th a t  of his fa th e r ,  fled to  France, enabling those  who 
wished to make William king declare  Jam es 's  "abdica tion ."67
Such was th e  "Glorious Revolution" of 1688. William called the  
"Convention Parliament" in F eb ru a ry  1689 which offered th e  crown 
jo in tly  to  him and his wife Mary, Jam es 's  d a u g h te r .  Although Tories, 
like Aphra Behn, were h e s i tan t  to  accep t th e  new sovere igns , unlike 
Behn, few were willing to defend James.
So the  political consensus  of 1660 which had promised un ity  and 
s tab ility  was irrevocab ly  broken u n d e r  th e  mismanagement of f i r s t  
Charles, then  James. Historian Paul Seaward notes severa l fac to rs  
th a t  con tr ib u ted  to  th e  b reach  between monarch and s u b je c ts  th a t  led 
to th e  "Glorious Revolution." Bribery of Parliam entary members by 
th e  King's m inisters  to e n s u re  s u p p o r t  fo r  th e  King's policies 
th rea ten ed  f ree  Parliaments. C harles 's  and Jam es 's  a ttem pts  to 
inva lida te  Parliam entary s ta tu te s  by d ispensa tion  o r  suspension  led 
many to fea r  fo r  th e  v e ry  su rv iva l of Parliament. And th e i r  armies, 
French alliances and Catholic inclinations seemed to th rea ten  th e  ve ry  
laws, constitu tion  and religion of England. These th re a ts  were not as 
ev id en t  in the  1660s and 1670s when C harles 's  financial woes made him 
d ep en d en t on Parliament b u t  conditions in the  1680s c rea ted  an 
environm ent favorab le  to a  F ren ch -s ty le  absolutism. Expansion of the  
perm anent rev en u e  in  th e  la s t  y ea rs  of C harles’s reign gave him 
financial s tab ility , making him less  d ep en d en t  on Parliament. A modest 
army could be used to p u t  down d is tu rb a n ce s  a t home although 
ser ious  rebellion was unlikely due to  th e  Tory princip les  of non- 
re s is tan ce  and th e  memory of civil war. In many European coun tr ies  
a t  th is  time th e  t r e n d  was tow ards royal power and th e  divine r ig h t  
of k ings which was th e  philosophical basis  of absolutism. In 1688, i t  
seemed to many th a t  th e  same th ing  was happening in England, 
end an g erin g  English l iberties , religion and th e  ancien t constitu tion , 
hence, the  depositon of a king and th e  "Glorious Revolution."68
Not only did the  Revolution r e s u l t  in a change  of monarchs bu t 
i t  also made th e  pro tection  of th e  new monarchy and th e  succession
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a dominant political concern  until well in to  the  Hanoverian re igns. 
Moreover, i t  transfo rm ed  E ngland 's  system  of governm ent as  William 
had to make constitu tional concessions as a condition of his accession; 
however, many of th e se  did not have immediate effect. They began 
to come into use  d u r in g  Queen Anne's re ign  when Parliament gained 
more power and th e  royal p re ro g a tiv e  was c u rb ed  with Cabinets and 
m inisters .69 But th e  seed s  were sown in 1688.
William III (r. 1688-1702)
If the  in s t ig a to rs  of th e  1688 Revolution wanted a d ra s t ic  change 
in leadersh ip  from Catholic Jam es 's  a r b i t r a r y  rule, they  cer ta in ly  
achieved it  in th e i r  selection of P ro te s ta n t  William of Orange. The 
Dutch monarch was any th in g  b u t  English in most ways, unlike James. 
For one th ing, his political preoccupations  embraced all of Europe 
r a th e r  than being confined solely to English affa irs . Indeed, he had 
" invaded" England because he hoped to use  th a t  na tion 's  power and 
wealth in his ongoing s t ru g g le  with Louis XIV of France. Unlike 
James, he accepted  th e  fac t  th a t  to ru le  England he would have  to 
live with Parliament. In addition, he would have to  sh a re  his ti t le  
with his wife, Mary II, b u t  he in s is ted  th a t  he would not also sh a re  
th e  power. Thus, a lthough Mary was personally  popular and William 
was not, he was th e  one who wore th e  p an ts  in th e  royal family.70
But th e  House of Commons was determ ined th a t  th is  time the  
sovereign  would not ge t  too big fo r  his b reeches. The Convention 
Parliament offered th e  crown to William and Mary on condition th a t  
they  accept a Bill of Rights designed  to  p re v e n t  th e  kind of h ig h ­
handed behavior exhibited by James II. The Revolution had re s to red
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power to th e  trad itional ru ling  c lass, th e  sh ire  g e n t ry  and town 
m erchants , and shown th e  ultimate so lidarity  of th e  p ro p e rtied  class. 
They in tended  to p ro tec t  th e  religion, laws and l ib e r tie s  of th e ir  
co u n try  before accepting  a new monarch.71 The bill 's  "Declaration of 
Rights" was much w atered  down fo r  fe a r  William would no t accep t the  
crown and the  bill. I t  was also a political compromise. United by a 
common foe, James II, Tories and Whigs had patched  up th e ir  
d ifferences  to  e ffec t  a  change in governm ent; consequently , th e  
Declaration s ta ted  both positions and le f t  i t  up to people to work ou t 
the  con trad ic t ions .72
Nevertheless, th e  Declaration of Rights went some way tow ards
cu rb in g  the  kind of power wielded by James as i t
co ncen tra ted  on removing specific  grievances: th e  King's 
claim to su sp en d  laws w ithout Parliament's consent; his 
d ispensing  power 'as  i t  ha th  been exercised of la te ';  th e  
Ecclesiastical Commission; maintenance of a s tand ing  army 
within th e  kingdom in peace time; tonnage  and poundage 
w ithout Parliam entary consent; imposition of excessive bail 
o r  fines; c rue l and unusual pun ishm ents .73
The Declaration also espoused  freedom of elections to Parliament and
freedom of speech  in Parliament, as  well as a s se r te d  th a t  f r e q u e n t
Parliaments were th e  r ig h ts  of the  su b jec t .  I t  was c lea r  th a t  any
fu tu r e  monarch would defy th e  people whom Parliament rep re se n te d
a t  his o r  h e r  own peril. No one d id .74
The vagueness  of the  Declaration would be clarified by la te r  
legislation when a r t ic les  unwillingly d ropped  from it  would be made 
law, b u t  William accepted  th e  Gill of Rights in 1689 because he still 
en joyed  most of th e  powers and p re ro g a tiv e s  of a sovereign  u n d e r  
i t .75 In roads  on his powers as king would be made by Parliament
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d u rin g  his re ign so while by no s t r e tc h  of th e  imagination could his 
governm ent be considered  a consti tu tional monarchy, th e  g roundw ork  
fo r  one was s ta r t in g  to be laid.
- The secu r i ty  of th e  new regime was te s ted  a month a f te r  William 
and Mary were coronated. In March 1689, James II invaded  Ireland  
with the  help of Louis XIV and rallied th e  I r ish  Parliament to his side. 
In May, England declared  war on France in re sp o n se  to  French 
aggress ion  ag a in s t  Germany, en te r in g  th e  "Nine Years' War." Called 
"King William's War" in England, i t  would rage  on fo r e ig h t  y e a rs  and 
s ign ificantly  a ffec t th e  governm ent and  politics of th is  time. In 
addition to the  I r ish  rebellion, a Scottish  revo lt took place b u t  was 
p u t  down. Two o th e r  s ign ifican t developm ents of 1689 were th e  
passage  of two ac ts  by Parliament. The Mutiny Act, which made it 
illegal to  maintain an army longer than  a year, had to be renewed 
annually . A Toleration Act g ra n te d  freedom of worship to P ro tes tan t 
d is sen te rs .
William's actions in th e  f i r s t  y ea r  of h is  re ign  were motivated by 
severa l concerns. Two longstand ing  ob jec tives  of his had been 
p ro tec ting  th e  N etherlands from France  and limiting French expansion 
elsew here  so th a t  a balance of power in Europe could be maintained. 
Now he also so u g h t  to  defend th e  Revolution settlement, c ru sh  th e  
rebellion in Ire land  and p ro tec t  English t r a d e  from France’s  maritime 
might.76 When he had assumed power, he had assembled a ministry 
composed of both Tories and Whigs, b u t  in 1690, William became 
disillusioned with Whig su p p o r t  of h is  policies and called ano ther  
Parliament.
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Both political p a r t ie s  had changed  since th e ir  r ise  d u r in g  the  
Exclusion Crisis, abandoning  th e i r  more radical wings in th e  consensus  
of 1688. Once a p a r ty  of opposition, the  Whigs were now com petitors 
with th e  Tories fo r  William's favor. Their new leadersh ip  was la rge ly  
composed of a r is to c ra ts  who began to  lose enthusiasm  a f te r  1694 for 
limiting th e  royal p re ro g a tiv e  any f u r th e r .  Their s u p p o r t  also 
lessened  fo r  theo ries  which g ra n te d  so v ere ig n ty  to th e  s u b je c t  o r  
orda ined  th a t  ty rann ica l  k ings could legally be deposed. However, 
they  were solidly behind th e  Revolution sett lem ent and th e  P ro te s tan t  
succession . Mostly Anglicans, th e  new generation  of Whigs received 
powerful su p p o r t  from d is se n te rs  in th e  trad ing  and "monied" 
in te r e s t s  so th ey  were opposed to High Church extremism and 
champions of th e  Toleration Act.77 The Tories, on th e  o th e r  hand, 
considered  them selves " th e  Church Party ,"  and th e i r  h a tred  of 
d is s e n te rs  only inc reased  as  th e  la t t e r  grew more respec tab le . 
Dissent was an u rb an  phenomenon b u t  with the  Toleration Act it  
began to  extend in to  th e  villages, th re a ten in g  the  suprem acy of th e  
squ ire .  The p a r ty  of th e  " landed" in te re s t ,  most of th e  Tories 
reg a rd ed  the  Toleration Act as a  tem porary  m aneuver.76 However, 
"James I I 's  excesses and th e  unpalatab le  sett lem ent of 1689 b red  in 
many backbench Tories 'co u n try '  a t t i tu d e s  which would have  been 
alien to  th e i r  p red ecesso rs ."  Few of them openly opposed th e  
Revolution b u t  th e  Tories "were u nhappy  ov e r  i t s  d is tu rb a n ce  of th e  
h e re d i ta ry  princ ip le  and th e i r  ambivalence o v e r  th e  Hanoverian 
succession  finally developed in to  deep  d iv is ion ."79 In 1690, though , 
p a r ty  d ivisions were not as d iv e rg e n t  as  some th o u g h t  b u t  th e  weight
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of fu tu r e  ev en ts  would even tua lly  polarize th e  Tories and Whigs. Two 
of th e  most d iv is ive  is su e s  would be th e  w ars and the  question  of 
E ngland 's  p re s e n t  and fu tu re  re la tionsh ip  with Europe.80
The Parliam entary elections of 1690 re su lted  in s ign if ican t Tory 
gains, and fo r  th e  next th r e e  y e a r s  William allowed th a t  p a r ty  "a 
growing sway in his new Cabinet Council."81 In June, th e  French 
defea t of th e  English f lee t a t  Beachy Head led to  an invasion sca re  
b u t  the  following month saw William's decisive v ic to ry  ov e r  th e  Ir ish  
in th e  Battle of th e  Boyne. So while "King William's War" continued, 
by 1691 th e  I r ish  rebellion had been c ru sh ed , leaving Anglican 
Pro testan tism  once again suprem e th e re .  In May of the  following 
year , th e re  was a n o th e r  invasion sca re  b u t  th e  French f lee t was 
s h a t te re d  in th e  Battle of La Hogue. All of F ran ce 's  invasion plans 
were thw arted , and th e  p resen ce  of a British fleet (1694-1696) in th e  
M editerranean prov ided  valuable pro tection  to British commerce and 
helped th e  allied cause  in so u th ern  Europe. After 1692, th e re  were 
no major naval engagem ents  b u t  F rench  a t ta ck s  on British commerce, 
mostly by p r iv a te e rs ,  were v e ry  effec tive .82 However, with th e  I r ish  
revo lt p u t  down and th e  th r e a t  of a French invasion removed, the  
Revolutionary se tt lem ent was now secu re .
Meanwhile, th e  adm in is tra tive  fa ilu res  and the  inability  to 
effectively  manage th e  Commons of William's Tory-dom inated ministry, 
as  well as th e  willingness of th e  Whigs to su p p o r t  th e  w ar on his 
term s, motivated th e  King to tip  th e  balance of power in his 
governm ent decisively tow ards  th e  la t te r .  Between March 1693 and 
May 1694, th e  g roundw ork  was being laid fo r  th e  c losest th ing  to a
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party-dom inated  m inistry  to be seen d u r in g  William's reign as he 
b ro u g h t  Whigs in to  th e  m inistry . As h is to rian  C hris topher  Hill notes, 
"The n a tu re  of th e  c o u r t  had changed, and  with i t  th e  n a tu re  of 
p a rty  r iv a lry ,  as the  Tories became th e  coun try  p a rty , th e  'o u ts '  and 
not th e  ' in s . '" 84 But if the  n a tu re  of th e  Court and the  p a r t ie s  had 
changed, so had re la tions  between the  Court and  th e  parties .  After 
the  Revolution, effective  pa tronage  slowly bu t su re ly  slipped ou t of 
the  hands  of th e  King in to  those  of his m inisters who controlled 
Parliament. Due to the  expansion of th e  civil serv ice , th e re  were now 
many more Parliam entary members dep en d en t  on the  governm ent for 
th e i r  livelihoods who could be dismissed a t will.85 (Hence came the  
"Place Bills" designed  to keep holders  of paid governm ent office 
["placemen"] from s itting  in th e  Commons.)
From 1694 to 1706, a s t r in g  of Place Acts and c lauses were 
enacted  which excluded severa l thousand  crown off ice-ho lders  from 
the  Commons. In 1694, also, the  Triennial Act was passed  th a t  
mandated not only th a t  Parliament should meet ev e ry  th re e  y e a rs  bu t 
also th a t  i t  should not la s t  longer  than  th re e  years .  This meant th a t  
now Parliament was a n ecessa ry  and continuous p a r t  of the  
constitu tion  and more d e p en d en t on th e  e lec to ra te .06 The Act also 
"encouraged  fac tiousness  and an almost perm anent e lectioneering 
a tm osphere ."87 The u np receden ted  costs  of "King William's War" 
resu lted  in a  new system of public c re d i t  in 1693-94 designed  to raise 
loans fo r th e  war. Thus, the  Bank of England was founded. Dubbed 
" th e  Financial Revolution" by h is to rians  because of i ts  permanence, 
the  system  had im portan t constitu tional implications: "By voting
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d u tie s  fo r  99 y e a rs  to fund  the  f i r s t  long-term  loan in 1693 and by 
u n derw rit ing  th e  incorpora tion  of a  s ta te  bank  . . . parliament became 
th e  g u a ra n to r  fo r  th e  p re s e n t  and th e  fu tu r e  of th e  new 'National 
Debt': in effect, th e  u n d e rw ri te r  of the  crown i tse lf ."88 The o the r
s ign if ican t ev en t  of 1694 was the  sud d en  death  of Queen Mary which 
again a roused  fe a rs  fo r  th e  P ro te s tan t  Succession.
In 1695, th e  Licensing Act lapsed  and was not renewed so th a t  
a re la tive  freedom of th e  p re s s  existed. The election in th e  same year 
cemented the  suprem acy  of the  Whigs in William's ministry, due in 
p a r t  to the  d iscovery  of the  Fenwick conspiracy . The conspiracy 
involved a plot laid by James II and Louis of F rance  to  combine an 
invasion of England with th e  assass ina tion  of William. The d iscovery  
was a tu rn in g -p o in t  in William's re ign as Jam es 's  involvement in the  
plot tu rn e d  many ag a in s t  his cause .69
Thanks to th e  parliam entary  and adm in is tra tive  skills of his 
m inisters, William was able to make an honorable peace with Louis in 
1697. "King William's War" had d rag g ed  on fo r  e ig h t  years ,  a war of 
a ttr i t io n  which no one really won. The Peace of Ryswick was 
concluded in Septem ber when i t  was c lear th e re  was a stalemate bu t 
i t  was little  more than  a t ru ce .  All p a r t ie s  realized th a t  no perm anent 
peace would be e s tab lish ed  until the  most im portan t European problem 
had been solved—th e  fa te  of the  huge  Spanish empire when the  
in sane  and child less Charles II died. However, Louis ag reed  to 
abandon th e  te r r i to r ie s  France had occupied in th e  Rhineland and 
re tu rn e d  a s t r in g  of N etherlands fo r t r e s s e s  to Spain. More
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im portantly  fo r  England, he recognized William’s place on th e  English 
th ro n e .90
King William's War was unp reced en ted  in  English h is to ry . The 
allied armies num bered more than  300,000 by 1694, 70,000 of whom 
were in English pay. The war cos t much more money than  anyone 
had foreseen  when th e  w ar began: 2.7 million pounds annually  for
th e  war on land alone. Between 1689 and 1697, England bu ilt  th e  
la rg e s t  navy in the  world in sh ips  and firepower. The enormous sums 
of money n ecessa ry  fo r  all th is  were ra ised by loans, like th e  new 
long-term  "funded"  loans, and by taxation. Most of th e  income 
re su lted  from th e  la t te r ,  especially  th e  Land Tax which came from the  
p ropertied  c lasses  and ra ised two million pounds  a y ea r .91 The war 
was responsib le  fo r  th e  estab lishm en t of th e  Bank of England and 
William’s dependence  on th e  Whigs.
That dependence, however, began to weaken as a new "coun try"  
House of Commons elected in 1698 helped a decline in Whig power by 
i t s  refusal to vote William more than  a d e riso ry  s tand ing  arm y.92 The 
decline was a p p a re n t  in 1700 when Charles II of Spain died, leaving 
the  huge Spanish empire to th e  second son of Louis XIV's heir, Philip 
of Anjou. England and th e  N etherlands recognized th e  Bourbon Philip 
as th e  new Spanish king. Anxious fo r  peace a t  f i r s t ,  th e  Commons 
impeached William's Whig m inisters, " th e  Ju n to ,"  fo r  concluding the  
Partition Treaty  w ithout re fe ren ce  to Parliament. The House of Lords, 
dominated by Whigs, u rg ed  William to  become p a r t  of an an ti-F rench  
military alliance with th e  Emperor and th e  Netherlands, and they 
acqu itted  th e  impeached Whigs.93 However, between 1698 and 1700,
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all of th e  Whig lead e rs  except one le ft  th e  Cabinet o r  were removed 
from office. Late in 1700, th e  King s t r u c k  a deal with leading Tories 
th a t  re su lted  in a  new m inistry  dominated by th a t  party . Parliament 
was dissolved, and  a  new one elected in January  1701, th e  most Tory 
of th e  re ign .94
The second Partition Treaty  was a ttacked  by th e  new Commons 
who impeached th re e  Ju n to  lo rds  th ey  mistakenly held responsib le  for 
it. The Commons also delayed th e  Bill of Settlem ent estab lish ing  the  
P ro te s tan t  succession " a f te r  festooning it  with c lauses  th a t  were an 
implicit ind ictm ent of many fe a tu re s  of William's own ru le ."95 The 
wrangling between th e  two Houses caused  William to p rorogue  
Parliament in June. In August, England, th e  N etherlands and the  
Emperor s igned  a Grand Alliance designed to cu rb  French power. The 
goals of th e  Alliance were to make s u re  France would n ever  dominate 
th e  M editerranean o r  th e  N etherlands, th e  crowns of Spain and 
France would n ev er  be combined and F rance  would n ev e r  possess  
Spanish  America. James II died in F rance  nine days  a f te r  the  
s igning, and Louis recogni2ed his son as "James III," King of Great 
Britain, which was a violation of th e  Ryswick Treaty . William 
dissolved Parliament in November, and  in th e  elections of December 
1701, the  pendulum of power again swung tow ards  th e  Whigs. The 
new Parliament accepted the  Grand Alliance and voted supply . 
Moreover, all members of Parliament and o ff ice-ho lders  were  requ ired  
to take  an oath repud ia ting  " the  P re ten d e r ,"  James III .96
The most s ign if ican t piece of legislation in 1701 was th e  Act of 
Settlement. I t  so u g h t  to e n su re  th e  P ro te s ta n t  succession  f i r s t
th ro u g h  M ary's y oungest s is te r ,  th e  sick and child less  Anne, then  
th ro u g h  the  Dowager E lec tress  Sophia of Hanover, a g ra n d -d a u g h te r  
of James I of England. The Act also contained th e  f i r s t  e v e r  
s ta tu to ry  res tr ic tion  on th e  so v e re ig n 's  freedom of action in foreign 
policy as a re su l t  of William's p rac tice  d u ring  th e  war of not 
consulting  his m inisters  or telling Parliament when he made diplomatic 
decisions. Both Parliament and th e  public had been incensed  by the  
King's unilateral negotiation with F rance  of th e  two Partition trea t ie s  
in 1698 and 1700; consequently , they  ended fo r  good th e  prac tice  of 
s e c re t  royal diplomacy exercised  by English monarchs since the  
1660s.97 Another limitation on royal control of foreign policy was the  
p a r t  of the  Act of Settlem ent th a t  mandated th a t  no foreign king 
could involve Englishmen in war fo r th e  defence of te r r i to ry  th a t  did 
not belong to th e  English crown.98 The Act also t r a n s fe r re d  th e  r ig h t  
to dismiss ju d g e s  from the  ru le r  to Parliament, and, most significantly , 
a s se r te d  th a t  no royal pardon should be pleadable to a Parliam entary 
impeachment.99 This la s t  provision removed th e  final b a r r ie r  to 
Parliament's  control of the  King's m inisters. The erosion of th e  royal 
p re ro g a tiv e  begun in 1689 was well and t ru ly  u n d e r  way in 1701 due 
in la rg e  p a r t  to William's conduct d u r in g  and a f te r  th e  war. I t would 
continue  th ro u g h  success ive  re ig n s  until Parliament achieved the  
dominant position in governm ent i t  holds today.
Although Tory  leaders  lo s t  office in the  December election, 
"William's reign ended as  i t  had begun  with a makeshift le f t -o f -c en tre  
coalition governm ent uneasily  in ch a rg e  of his affa irs . The big 
d ifference  was th a t  by March 1702 th e  political nation was sp lit  f a r
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more com prehensively along Whig-Tory lines than  a t  any  time in the  
prev ious  fifteen y e a r s . " 100 William died in a rid ing  acc iden t th a t  
month; war was imminent, and p a r ty  divisions receded in to  the  
b ack g ro u n d .101 The breach  between Whig and Tory was fu r th e r  
healed by th e  accession of Anne. The whole nation, including  th e  
Tories who had questioned  William's r ig h t ,  welcomed th e i r  "C hurch  of 
England Queen." Anne's accession also helped reconcile th e  pa rtie s  
to th e  new war which broke  o u t in May, th e  War of th e  Spanish 
Succession. The nation would be so preoccupied with th e  war fo r  th e  
f i r s t  e igh t y ears  of Anne's reign th a t  th e  th re a t  posed by the  
Jacobites, those  s u b je c ts  who wished to re s to re  "James III" and his 
line to th e  English th rone , would be eclipsed by i t .102
Historian Gregory Holmes poin ts  o u t  th a t  th e  d if fe ren t  way 
England was governed  by th e  end of William's re ign was due  in la rg e  
p a r t  to the  nation’s involvem ent down to 1697 "in an unp receden ted ly  
demoralizing war." King William's War d es troyed  th e  system of public 
finance, " th e  root cause  of so much s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  constitu tional 
tension ,"  and forced i ts  replacement. The Civil List Act of 1698 
sep a ra ted  civil e x p en d itu res  from th e  cost of maintaining th e  army 
and navy. Thus, financing th e  armed serv ices , in peace and war, 
became the  perm anent responsib il i ty  of Parliament. Since 1689, annual 
sessions  had been n ecessa ry  fo r ra is ing  th e  many "ex trao rd in a ry "  
impositions needed to pay fo r th e  war. After 1698, Parliament was 
compelled to  meet annually  if only to vote th e  armed se rv ices  budget, 
including th e  new Land Tax which remained th e  principal d ire c t  tax 
from 1693 to  1798. Even th e  new "Civil List," which th e  King was to
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use to pay th e  expenses  of th e  Royal Household and the  bu reaucracy , 
was initially s e t  by Parliament b u t  i t  was g ua ran teed  to  each 
sovereign  fo r  life. As mentioned earlier , th e  Bank of England and a 
’'Financial Revolution" were th e  re s u l ts  of a  new system  of public 
c re d i t  designed  to ra ise  loans fo r  th e  w ar.103
Aphra Behn, who died in 1689 sh o r t ly  a f te r  th e  coronation of 
William and Mary, might have had a li t t le  d ifficulty  recognizing the  
England of 1700. T hat was th e  y e a r  S u san n a  Centlivre (1669-1723) 
began her  p layw riting  ca ree r .  Much had happened in th e  eleven 
y e a rs  between Behn's  death  and C en tliv re 's  d e b u t  as the  quas i-  
medieval England of Behn's e ra  took i t s  f i r s t  to t te r in g  s tep s  toward 
industr ia liza tion  and European domination. The divine r ig h t  of kings 
had been successfu lly  challenged by th e  expulsion of James II in 1688 
and th e  insta llation of William of Orange as his su ccesso r  on 
conditions d ic ta ted  by Parliament. The s ta te  was now more im portant 
than  the  monarch whose powers were not as c ircum scribed  as they  
would have been in a constitu tional monarchy; however, i t  was clear 
th a t  the  balance of power had begun to  sh if t  decisively tow ards 
Parliament, p a r t icu la r ly  th e  House of Commons. The beg inn ings  of a 
constitu tional monarchy coincided with th e  em ergence of a tw o -p a rty  
political system  th a t  had i ts  roots  in  th e  "Exclusion Crisis" (1678- 
1681). While th e  fac tions were not to  become fully d is t in c t  from each 
o th e r  until the  d eb a te s  o v e r  the  T rea ty  of U trech t (1713), th e  Tories 
w ere identified  with Anglicans and Cavalier Royalism, th e  Whigs with 
nonconformists, P re sb y te r ia n s  and ex-Cromwellians. The s t ru g g le  for
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domination between th e  two shaped  many of th e  e v e n ts  of William I l l 's  
re ign, as i t  would of Anne's, as well.
The "Glorious Revolution" of 1688 was also an economic tu rn in g -  
point. J u s t  as th e  king was losing his a scendancy  so too was the  
medieval concep t of monopoly exporting  companies priv ileged  with 
royal c h a r te r s .  U nder p re s s u re  from m anufacturing  in te re s ts ,  th e  
governm ent rev e rse d  i t s  economic policy to allow companies to form 
without royal o r  Parlim entary  c h a r te r ,  in complete independence  of th e  
s ta te .  With th e  g ro u n d  th u s  laid fo r  f r e e  e n te rp r is e ,  exports  and 
im ports  p robab ly  treb led ,  and changed  markedly in ch a rac te r ,  between 
1603 and 1714.104 The Navigation Acts passed  between 1660 and 1696 
were also in s trum en ta l in stimulating England 's  bu rgeoning  capitalism 
by g iving th e  nation a monopoly on th e  exporting  of goods produced  
in h e r  colonies. In tu rn ,  new in d u s t r ie s  developed fo r  ex p o rt  and to 
meet expanding consum er demand a t  home. Changes in money and 
cred it ,  and th e  es tab lishm ent of th e  Bank of England, provided  a 
s tead y  flow of capital fo r  investm en t which was also facilita ted  by 
governm ent action .105 Indeed , as  h is torian  Brian Murphy poin ts  out, 
"Since th e  bulk of i t s  a s s e ts  consis ted  of loans to th e  governm ent, 
and s ince  th e  go v e rn m en t 's  capacity  to pay i t s  c re d i to rs  depended  in 
s ign if ican t m easure on i t s  ability to borrow from th e  Bank, th e  c re d i t  
s tand ing  of the  two was from th e  beginning  founded on a la rge  
measure of reciprocal d ep en d en ce ."106 The governm ent was never 
again forced  to any m easure  like th e  "Stop of th e  Exchequer" in 1672. 
In th is  way, th e  Bank of England also co n tr ib u ted  tow ards  maintaining 
th e  s tab ility  of th e  London banking and c re d i t  system  as  a whole.107
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The s tead y  flow of capital from changes  in money and  c re d i t  meant 
th a t  a g re a te r  p roportion  of th e  national income was invested , not 
consumed, an ind ispensab le  condition fo r  f u tu r e  indus tr ia l  
expansion .108 This was a  reflection of "a change  in th e  psychology 
of wealth—away from i t  as  a s tone  rep re se n t in g  solidity  and secu rity  
tow ards  an apprehension  of i t s  accumulation as a m easure of estimable 
achievem ent."109 In  th e  fo re fro n t  of investm en t were th e  m erchants. 
When th e  rap id ly  expanding  volume of t ra d e  slowed from about 1690 
to th e  ear ly  1720s, th e y  found them selves with a lot of money they  
could not use  in th e i r  own business . As " they  w ere  particu la rly  
wedded to  th e  doc tr ine  th a t  money should make money,"110 investm ent 
was th e i r  a l te rna t ive  of choice. All of th e se  fac tors , among o thers ,  
meant th a t  by 1714 England would be much more p ro sp e ro u s  than she  
had been a t the  R estora tion .111
The changing  political situation in which economic in te r e s t s  cu t 
across  p a r ty  lines was reflec ted  in th e  drama of th e  la te  seven teen th  
c en tu ry .  The Revolution of 1688 b ro u g h t  ab o u t a s ign if ican t reversa l  
in th e  political te n o r  of th e  drama. T hea tre s  of the  Restoration had 
glorified th e  royal p re ro g a tiv e  and, especially in Jam es 's  re ign, begun 
to show a limited to le rance  of Catholicism as  Tories held sway in them. 
With the  accession of William and Mary, d ram atis ts  again began to 
p o r tray  royal ty ra n n y  and Catholic a troc ity . Plays habitually  
ridiculed Jacobites  as th e  Whigs regained prominence in the  th e a t re s ,  
as well as  in th e  nation. I t  was a g radual process: "Only a f te r
Nicholas Rowe's Tamerlane of 1701 did dramatization of the  
constitu tional p rinc ip les  which were used  to  ju s t i fy  th e  Revolution
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become a commonplace of t r a g e d y ." 112 Tamerlane was a ta s te  of th in g s  
to  come in t ra g e d y  "in which a  seemingly end less  se r ies  of varia tions  
on Lockeian political ideas  was to be dram atized ag a in s t  a background  
of remote times and exotic p laces ."113 Gone fo rev e r  was th e  S tu a r t  
royalism expressed  by such  dram atis ts  as Dryden. Any express ion  of 
Tory principle  in e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  t ra g e d y  was almost 
ind is tingu ishab le  from Whiggism. While Tory social philosophy may 
have p e rs is ted  in comedy th ro u g h o u t  Anne's  reign, a s tro n g  Whig 
theme was a rt icu la ted  completely and c learly  in trag ed y  before 
William's d e a th .114 So by the  time Anne ascended  th e  th ro n e  in 1702, 
th e  g round  was laid fo r  th e  dominance of Whig ideas on the  
e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  s ta g e .115
In 1695, th e  thea tr ica l  monopoly of th e  United Company had been 
broken by a coalition of ac to rs  led by Thomas Betterton. They were 
g ra n te d  a royal license by the  King and opened a new th e a t re  in 
Lincoln's Inn Fields in April. C h ris topher  Rich continued to o p era te  
Drury Lane u n d e r  th e  p a ten ts  g ran ted  to  Killigrew and D'Avenant by 
Charles II. While Lincoln's Inn Fields may have en joyed  more Court 
favo r  than Drury Lane, plays p re sen ted  in both venues  were equally 
as favorable  to William's governm ent.116
Indeed, most of th e  p layw righ ts  were  in favo r of King William's 
military policies. Several of them were officers  themselves, and not 
a few soldiers would have been p a r t  of th e i r  audiences. The 
dram atis ts  welcomed th e  a d v en t  of th e  War of th e  Spanish  Succession, 
sounding  patrio tic  appeals  in prologues and epilogues and employing 
war m etaphors in th e i r  dialogue.117
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An a ttem pt to control what was perceived as th e  immoral excesses 
of th e  th e a t re s  was an o rd e r  by Parliament in  1696 th a t  all p lays had 
to be licensed fo r  public performance. In Ju n e  of the  next year, the  
Master of the  Revels was mandated to  de lete  obscen ities  and o th e r  
scandalous m atte rs  from theatrical works. Early in 1704, the  Lord 
Chamberlain exhorted  Charles Killigrew, M aster of th e  Revels, to  be 
d iligen t in the  reading  of plays subm itted  to  him. This command was 
most probably  a resp o n se  to th e  co n tro v e rsy  th a t  was rag ing  over the  
moral reform of th e  drama. Killigrew did his job well. He was 
p a rticu la r ly  sens it ive  to  any th ing  th a t  might offend th e  governm ent 
and would not allow th e  dramatic trea tm en t of con trovers ia l religious 
su b jec ts .  Consequently , in th e  drama of th e  ea r l ie r  y e a rs  of Anne's 
re ign , most political express ion  was confined to enthusiasm  fo r  the  
war and th e  dramatization of political th e o ry .118
While the  v ic iss itudes  of politics were reflec ted  fa ir ly  markedly 
in th e  th e a t re  by th e  time of Anne's accession, the  social changes 
w ro u g h t by England 's  rap id ly  expanding and d ive rs ify ing  economy 
were le ss  a p p a ren t  on th e  boards. Both th e  political s ituation and the  
s tead y  growth of th e  economy had social rep e rcu ss io n s .  They helped 
to enrich  m erchants  and in d u s tr ia l is ts ,  th u s  aiding th e  expansion of 
th e  u rb an  middle c lasses. Increasing ly , th e  moneyed men began to 
make th e ir  in fluence fe lt  in governm ent and  on th e  social scene. 
Since land was still considered  th e  most im portan t indication of s ta tu s ,  
many bough t e s ta te s ,  especially  from th e  le s s e r  g e n try  h it  hard  by 
war and land taxation, acqu ir ing  th e  power, if  not th e  p res tige , of 
th e i r  rivals, the  landed  a r is tocracy . However, c lass  lines, n ev er  firm,
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began to blur, especially  a f te r  1694, when land-ow ning p e e rs  and 
gentlemen with money to  s p a r e  began to  in v e s t  in t rad e .  F u r th e r  
distinction between th e  two c lasses  was also obscu red  by f re q u e n t  
in te rm arr iag e  between th e  families of rich  m erchan ts  and th o se  of less  
a ff luen t gentlemen. Indeed , th e  p resen ce  on th e  m arriage  m arket of 
so much m erchant wealth was a major cause  of th e  r ise  in dowries 
which hastened  th e  decline of th e  l e s s e r  g e n try  who could not 
provide comparable portions  fo r  th e ir  d a u g h te r s .  Also, many of the  
younger  sons of th e  g e n try ,  b a r re d  from in h e rit ing  e s ta te s  by 
prim ogeniture  and victim of th e i r  families' inability  to  compete on the  
m arriage market, swelled th e  ra n k s  of some professions  or found 
gainful employment in th e  expanding civil serv ice .
In his excellent analysis  of th e  plays of the  th re e  leading 
p layw righ ts  of th is  time,—Congreve, V anbrugh and F a rq u h a r—John 
Loftis points ou t th a t  th e i r  w orks re flec t th e  im portance of m arriage 
to gentlemen, usually  y o u n g e r  b ro th e rs ,  w ithout expectations. I f  we 
assume th e  p layw righ ts ' le s se r  b re th re n  followed th e ir  lead, then , in 
the  drama a t least, matrimony was still considered  th e  only "honest"  
way fo r  such  ind iv idua ls  to acq u ire  e s ta te s  and s ta tu s  a t  a time when 
social s ta tu s  was ev ery th in g .  Consequently, nearly  all of th e  comedies 
of th is  period dep ic t  a love chase  th a t  culminates in marriage; only 
ra re ly  do they  involve th e  a ffa irs  of m arried couples. But, as Loftis 
notes, th e  love a ffa irs  a re  invariab ly  in te r tw ined  with financial 
considera tions, usually  th e  term s of s t r i c t  m arriage sett lem ents , th a t  
d is t inc tly  re f lec t  contem porary  conditions. A p ro sp ec tiv e  b r id e 's  
fo r tune , o r  the  lack of it, was of param ount im portance to  th e  would-
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be groom and his family, both in a r t  and in life .119 In th e  comedies, 
wealth is  almost as an im portan t motivating fac to r  as love; indeed , the  
hero ine 's  fo r tune , often  in th e  form of a landed  esta te ,  is  desc ribed  
as  precisely  as is  th e  s ta te  of th e  h e ro in e 's  affections. Since the  
heroes of the  comedies were f req u e n t ly  y o u n g e r  sons  whose sole 
s u p p o r t  would be w h a tever  th e ir  wives b ro u g h t  to th e  marriage, they  
make no bones abou t th e i r  in te re s t  in a woman's fo r tu n e .120
Not only do th e  comedies of Congreve, Vanbrugh and F arquhar,  
as well as th e i r  colleagues, reflec t th e  ear ly  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  
preoccupation  with wealth and s ta tu s ,  they  also dem onstra te  the  
re la tive ly  fluid c lass  lines re su lting  from in te rm arr iag e  between 
im poverished nobility and th e  u p p e r  levels  of th e  sq u irea rch y . Noting 
th a t  th e  "social ran k  of th e  im portan t c h a ra c te rs  is most f req u en tly  
th a t  of the  lower levels  of nobility and th e  u p p e r  levels of the  
s q u ire a rch y ,"  Loftis o b se rv es  tha t ,  "The b a r r ie r  between th e  nobility 
and th e  sq u ire a rch y  is  not im passable in th ese  comedies: th e re  is
some movement, and some attem pted movement, from one g roup  to 
ano ther ,  and members of th e  two g ro u p s  mingle socially ."121
While th e  p lays of th e  leading d ram a tis ts  a t  the  tu rn  of th e  
c e n tu ry  may have begun  sligh tly  to  m irro r contem porary  social 
conditions, they  were still firmly rooted in dram atic  s te re o ty p e s  and 
t ra d it io n s  as old as, o r  o lder than , th e  Restoration. Loftis po in ts  ou t 
th a t  Congreve, Vanbrugh and F a rq u h a r  "make little  acknowledgement 
of social changes  in th e i r  p la y s ."122 A major theme of la te -  
sev en teen th  and ea r ly -e ig h tee n th  c e n tu ry  comedy was p rov ided  by 
th e  clash between th e  m ultitudes of co u n try  s q u ire s  who went to
London because of th e i r  jo in t s tock  investm en ts  and  th e i r  more 
fashionable London c o u n te rp a r ts ,  p rovoking com parisons between the  
ad v an tag es  of th e  c o u n try  v e r s u s  those  of th e  town. Hardly a  new 
theme, i t  failed to re f lec t  th e  real life fa c t  th a t  th e  d is tinction 
between th e  a r is to c racy  and th e  sq u ire a rch y  was no longer  c lea r -cu t  
because in te rm arr iage  between th e  two c lasses  occu rred , and social 
s ta tu s  began to be determ ined more by social ad ep tn e ss  than  ra n k .123 
W herever i t  appears ,  ru s t ic i ty  is p o r tray ed  as a  liability and sh arp ly  
co n tra s ted  with the  "wit" of u rban  soc ie ty .124 The p re fe ren ce  fo r 
town over co u n try  in C ongreve 's  case, fo r  example, is  manifested in 
his trea tm en t of wit as  th e  skill of an u rb an e  gentleman, a skill 
re sen ted  by both m erchant and s q u i r e .125 Vanbrugh c o n tra s ts  
co u n try  and town by depicting  th e  form er as rep re se n t in g  "dull 
v ir tu e ,"  th e  la t te r  " a t t ra c t iv e  s in ." While he sa tir izes  both and 
critic izes  the  sophistica ted  vice of th e  Town, his sym pathies  clearly  
lie with London. Only in F a rq u h a r 's  la s t  two comedies, The Recruiting 
Officer (1706) and The Beaux' S tratagem  (1707), both s e t  in the  
coun try , do we see a major change in a t t i tu d e  away from the  
trad itional contempt fo r  the  s q u i re a rc h y .126 However, F a rq u h a r 's  
a t t i tu d e  tow ards  th e  co u n try  was not sh a re d  by most of his fellows 
who continued to t r e a t  th e ir  co u n try  c h a ra c te rs  with mocking 
d is re sp ec t .  Loftis points  ou t th a t  all of th e  o th e r  popular d ram atis ts  
of th e  day s e t  most of th e i r  plays in London; all b u t  two of Susanna 
C entliv re 's  take  place th e r e .127
If comedy was slow to  respond  to changes  in th e  re la tionship  
between co u n try  and town, i t  was equally  t a rd y  in reflecting  the
growing im portance of th e  m erchant c lass  in England’s economy, if  not 
i ts  society. At a time when m erchant investm en t was boosting the  
nation 's  economy as a whole, d ram atis ts  were still po rtray in g  them as 
g rasp in g , immoral fools to be mocked and cuckolded. This c a r ica tu re  
of the  m erchant had been a commonplace in th e  drama even before  the  
In te rreg n u m  b u t  times had changed. The new political situation and 
changing economy were enabling businessm en to p en e tra te  p re se rv es  
trad itionally  re se rv e d  fo r the  titled. The r iva lry  between the  
mercantile City and th e  fashionable west end  had fueled many 
comedies long before  th e  e igh teen th  c e n tu ry  b u t  th e  theme took on 
new meaning a t  th is  time. According to Loftis, "The red is tr ibu tion  of 
families th a t  accompanied th e  grow th of London produced social 
tensions by placing to g e th e r  as ne ighbors  persons  of sharp ly  
d if fe ren t  social backg rounds, a t a time when egalitarian  ideas had as 
y e t  gained little  accep tance ."128 This social tension was to take  
cen te r  s tag e  in drama as aud iences  ceased to  be dominated by the  
Court and began to inc lude members of o th e r  social classes.
However, a t  the  tu rn  of th e  c en tu ry ,  if we take  Congreve, 
V anbrugh and F a rq u h a r  as re p re se n ta t iv e  of comic dram atis ts , Loftis 
notes th a t  nowhere in plays was " th e re  an implied acknowledgment of 
th e  im portance of th e  m erchant and of t r a d e  to the  nation; on the  
co n tra ry ,  th e re  is a tone of contem pt fo r th e  bus iness  community and 
th e  p ruden tia l v i r tu e s  associated  with it, which is only occasionally 
ligh tened  by iro n y ."129 P layw rights  p e rs is ted  in th ink ing  of 
m erchants  as "citizens,"  (as opposed to g e n try ) ,  with "wit" again 
being a d is t ingu ish ing  fea tu re  of a gentleman th a t  lowly citizens could
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n e ith e r  p rac tice  nor app rec ia te .130 Citizens worked fo r  a  living; 
gentlefolk  did not and scorned  those  who did. Many comedies of th is  
time were powered by th e  dynamics of Court-C ity  r iva lry  as  they 
rid iculed nouveau r ich e  c h a rac te rs ,  such  as  City Wives, who used vas t  
amounts of money in vain a ttem pts  to  ape th e  "Quality." A dramatic 
commonplace was th e  seduction  of a  hapless  City m erchan t 's  wife by 
a penniless  y o u n g e r  b ro th e r  of "quality"  with th e  sole pu rpose  of not 
only robbing  h e r  hu sb an d  of his wife 's fidelity  b u t  also of his own 
h a rd -e a rn e d  money. We see similar s i tua tions  in C entlivre 's  plays in 
which wealthy widows of in fe r io r  ran k  s e t  th e i r  caps  fo r nobility. An 
observa tion  made by Loftis in his d iscuss ion  of V anbrugh 's  
Confederacy (1705) could apply equally  well to all comedies in which 
th e  mercantile c lass  and the  fash ionable  a r is tocracy  a re  a t  odds: 
"Always in th e  backg round  of th e  in tr ig u es ,  determ ining which 
direc tion  they  take, is  th e  jealousy and en v y  fe lt  by c h a ra c te rs  of 
th e  m erchant c lass  fo r  th e  nobility and g e n t r y ." 131 I t  is c lear th a t  
comic p layw righ ts  of th is  time meant to  valorize th e  lifesty le  of those  
born with a s i lv e r  spoon since th e  people ou ts ide  the  charmed circle 
of ran k  and sophistication  a re  almost invariab ly  th e  ob jec ts  of 
scornfu l sa tire .
But abou t th e  time Anne ascended  th e  throne , social and 
economic p re s s u re s  were b ring ing  about "no t a sh a rp  change, b u t a 
percep tib le  modification of social values in com edy,"132 one re su l t  of 
which was a  noticeable change in th e  dram atic  trea tm en t of the  
m erchant. This modification was also e n g en d e red  by a movement to 
reform th e  drama th a t  began d u rin g  William's re ign. Not only had the
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Revolution of 1688 changed  th e  political te n o r  of th e  drama b u t  i t  had 
also changed th e  re la tionship  between th e  Court and th e  th e a t r e .133 
Since th e  Restoration, th e re  had been hard ly  any  open opposition to 
th e  s tag e  since both Charles and James were avid p layhouse  p a tro n s  
whose Courts v ir tua lly  su p p o r te d  th e  th e a t re s .  Not so th e i r  S tu a r t  
successo rs . Their re la tive  ind iffe rence  c rea ted  an a tm osphere  which 
allowed c r i t ic s  of th e  s tag e  to  speak  o u t  a t  last.
The debate  abou t th e  moral reform ation of th e  s tag e  began about 
1695 as p a r t  of a w ider co n tro v e rsy  concern ing  th e  p ro p e r  function 
of "wit" in l i te r a tu re .134 As we have seen, "wit" was considered  by 
th e  comic d ram atis ts  to be th e  hallmark of th e  soph istica ted  and nobly 
born in opposition to th e  s tu p id i ty  and social in e p tn e ss  of th e ir  
in fe r io r  an tagon is ts .  Now wit was u n d e r  a t ta ck  in most l i te ra tu re  fo r 
th e  often immoral uses  to which i t  was pu t. Comedies, in particu la r ,  
were suscep tib le  to th is  ch a rg e  fo r  th e i r  use  of wit in both sen ses  of 
th e  word: f i r s t ,  as a verba l tool to  rid icule  any not " to  th e  manor
born ,"  and, second, as an in s tru m en t fo r  in t r ig u e s  with less  than 
honorable goals. Wit was seen by many as  an evil th a t  undermined 
morality and religion in i ts  glamorization of vice. One such  was Sir 
Richard Blackmore whose preface  to h is  epic, Prince A r th u r  (1695), 
was one of th e  f i r s t  salvoes in th e  war th a t  would rage  between 
re fo rm ers  and "wits." Ins is t ing  th a t  th e  p u rp o se  of l i te ra tu re  is to 
incu lcate  religious and ethical p rincip les , Blackmore accuses 
p layw righ ts  and poets of not only failing to  do th a t  b u t  of actually 
encourag ing  vice and irrelig ion. He d esc r ib e s  th e  "Man of Sense" of
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the  comedies, who is held up as a  model fo r  th e  aud ience 's  admiration
and emulation, as
a Derider of Religion, a  g re a t  Admirer of L au re tiu s . not 
so much fo r  his Learning as his I r re l ig io n , a  Person 
wholly Idle, d isso lv 'd  in Luxury, abandon 'd  to  his 
Pleasures, a g re a t  Debaucher of Women, p ro fuse  and 
e x tra v a g a n t  in his Expences [sic]; and, in sh o r t ,  th is  
Finish 'd  Gentlemen will a p p ea r  a  F inish’d L ibertine .135
Blackmore had s tro n g  t ie s  to th e  bu s in ess  community and, as Loftis
poin ts  out, his definition of a "Gentleman" reveals  "a well-defined
m erchan t-c lass  bias," as do his ob jec tions  in his w ritings  to  th e
dramatic s te re o ty p e s  of th e  citizen and th e  a lderm an.136 Blackmore
continued his q u a rre l  with th e  wits th ro u g h o u t  his caree r ;  however,
his a ssau lt  on "wit" inev itab ly  became en tang led  with the  s tage
d isp u te  of which Jerem y Collier was th e  leading light.
Collier and Blackmore were alike in severa l ways: Both men
"w ere moralistic c r i t ic s  of th e  s tag e  who drew  s tro n g  su p p o r t  from 
th e  m erchant class; both were considered  by hostile contem poraries 
to be w riting in th e  trad it ion  of th e  m id-seven teen th  cen tu ry  
P uritans; and  both were humorless men whose l i te ra ry  sen s i t iv i ty  was 
b lun ted  by religious zea l."137 In fact, Collier's motive in writing his 
famous A S h o rt  View of th e  Immorality and Profaneness  of th e  English 
S tage  (1698) was prim arily religious. Although Collier was a High 
Church Anglican, as were many in mercantile life, he ex p ressed  th e  
g r ievances  long held by th e  m erchan t class, even  though  i t  included 
an influentia l portion of those  Anglican foes, th e  d is se n te rs ,  aga in s t  
the  g e n t ry  and nobility. Thus, th e  co n tro v e rsy  A Short View 
provoked took th e  form of c lass  antagonism in which th e  d ram atis ts  
assumed an alliance between th e  re form ers  and th e  m ercantile City.130
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Indeed , with th e  exception of Collier, th e  major le ad e rs  of the  
dramatic reform movement—Collier, Blackmore, Defoe, Addison and 
Steele—were all connected  in some way with th e  m erchan t c lass  and 
were critical of s tag e  dep ictions  of m e rch an ts .139
According to Loftis, th e  c o n tro v e rsy  su r ro u n d in g  th e  s tag e  raged  
from about 1695 to 1745. Some, like Collier, Blackmore and  Defoe, 
decried  th e  v e ry  existence of th e  th e a t r e  as conducive to sin, while 
Addison and Steele, who were p layw righ ts  and drama critics  
themselves, admitted " th e  immorality and p ro faneness"  of the  s tage  
b u t  contended th a t  i t  could be p u t  to use  in th e  se rv ice  of 
m orality.140 The re fo rm ers  posed a  v e ry  real d a n g e r  to th e  s tag e  
which could no longer  depend on th e  Court fo r  su p p o r t  o r  protection 
from re p re ss iv e  legislation o r  complete annihilation so many dram atis ts  
pa r tic ipa ted  in th e  p ropagandizing  campaign to save  th e  th e a t re s ,  
many by a rgu ing  th a t  drama could be used  to reform so c ie ty .141
However, a t  th e  time of Anne's accession in 1702, th e  comedies 
of Wycherley, Congreve and F a rq u h a r  still dominated th e  s tag e  with 
th e i r  Restoration s te reo ty p es ,  helping to p e rp e tu a te  them .142 Without 
Court pa tronage, th e  th e a t re s  had to have  popular su p p o r t ,  and the  
m ercantile class, among o th e rs ,  formed a la rg e  p a r t  of th e  potential 
audience. So, while comedy would not catch  up with social reality 
until several decades  la te r ,  th e  slow p rocess  had begun of reforming 
cer ta in  s tage  c h a rac te rs ,  like th e  m erchant, and th e  v e ry  social values 
dep ic ted  in th e  p lays to  re f lec t  th e  many economic and cu ltu ra l 
changes  tak ing  place a t  th e  tu rn  of th e  cen tu ry .
The political, economic and social changes  occu rr in g  a f te r  the  
Revolution of 1688 th a t  affected  th e  th e a t re s  also influenced th e  
ongoing debate  about women's r ig h ts  and place in society. An 
u npreceden ted  num ber of women wrote abou t women's condition from 
abou t the  mid-1680s until a round  1713, " th e  f i r s t  sizable wave of 
British secu la r  feminist p ro te s t  in h is to ry ,"  accord ing  to  scho lar  Moira 
F e rguson .143 The cu rb in g  of royal power with i t s  concomitant 
extension of new r ig h ts  to men g u a ran teed  by th e  1688 Revolution 
inev itab ly  b ro u g h t  fo r th  a demand from early  feminists fo r  more 
r ig h ts  fo r women, who were still considered  th e  in fe r io r  su b o rd in a tes  
to  fa th e r s  o r  husbands . "If  absolu te  Sovere ign ty  be not n ecessa ry  
in a S tate , how comes i t  to be so in a Family?" wrote Mary Astell 
sh o r t ly  a f te r  th e  Revolution, "If  all Men a re  born  Free, how is  i t  th a t  
all Women a re  born S laves?"144 However, ea r ly  fem inists such  as 
Astell did not concern  them selves with politics b u t  ins tead  "wrote as 
philosophers, hoping to encourage  d eba te  and the  acceptance  of new 
ideas, to challenge cu ltu ra l t rad it ions  den ig ra t in g  women."145
Ironically, th e  same conditions which prompted Astell to speak  
o u t re su lted  in "a society  divided in to  g e n d e r -b ase d  public and 
p r iv a te  sp h eres .  As newly domesticated women accommodated the  
em erging cap ita lis t-based  economy, th e  ind iv idua lis t  s tance  and ethic  
tended  to become a male p re ro g a t iv e ."146 Women were increas ing ly  
s u b ju g a ted  and d iscouraged  from tak ing  any  kind of autonomous 
action. A sermon preached  by Reverend John S p r in t  in 1699, which 
provoked a storm of feminist p ro tes t ,  dem onstra tes  how the  trad itional 
view of women was changing in Response to  new economic realities.
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The nonconform ist m inister advocated  "absolu te  female obedience
toward h u sbands ,"  tou ted  m arriage as  " th e  sole o r  h ighly  desirab le
option fo r women" and exhorted females to th in k  of monogamy "as a
social and political goal . . .  a sac ro san c t  in s t i tu t io n ."147 But th e re
was an even more s ign if ican t a sp ec t  to S p r in t 's  sermon:
Whereas men had been busy  ridiculing women fo r  "Eve- 
like" tendenc ies  in th e  past, now such  men of th e  cloth 
as S p r in t  (and a host of contem porary  m arriage manuals) 
promoted a more subm issive, madonna-like image of 
women. Thus, by 1700, women were beginning  to be 
viewed as d ep en d en t and w eaker beings, scarcely  
competent to fend o r  th in k  much for themselves. This 
new condescension a p p ro p r ia te ly  se rved  a society  in
which men employed ou t of the  home needed a wife to 
ca re  fo r  house and ch ild ren  and to estab lish  g ua ran teed  
he irs  to h a rd -e a rn e d  fo r tu n es .  U nderpinned  by science 
and rational-empirical beliefs, th e  new o rd e r  was bury ing , 
a t  leas t  o s tensib ly  and w ithout ceremony, unscientific  
myths about sexually insatiab le , wanton, fickle, im pudent 
women, and su b s t i tu t in g  a new view of women as
p ro p e r ty - in -n e e d -o f -p ro te c t io n .148
Poetry  was one way many a r is to c ra t ic  and middle-class women escaped
from th e  fa tigue  of th e i r  enforced  " le isure ,"  and most of i t  ce lebra ted
female fr ien d sh ip  "as a haven of s ecu r i ty ,  born of common bondage
and res is tance , as well as choice."149 Some, like Lady Mary Chudleigh,
Sarah Fyge and Astell, also wrote philosophical e ssa y s  and polemics
abou t th e  inequalities  of marriage, equal education fo r women and
o th e r  feminist concerns . Moira Ferguson  poin ts  ou t th e  significance
of th e  ou tpou ring  of feminine writing: "Whether they  lauded liberty ,
female fr iendsh ip , and the  r ig h t  to write, or critic ized male priv ilege
and th e  in ju s t ic e  of a woman's lot, th e y  w ere  fashioning a  public  self
th a t  adver tized  female re s is tan ce  to any th in g  s h o r t  of equali ty  and
full hum anity ,"150
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The changed political situation in England also a lte red  th e  ranks  
of women w rite rs  and allowed them wider freedom in p oe try  and 
prose. Heretofore, p o e try  had been conside red  an acceptable  avocation 
of a r is tocra tic  women only b u t  in th e  afterm ath  of th e  Glorious 
Revolution, women from all social c lasses  began writing poe try , as  well 
as prose, in th e  less  sev e re ly  regu la ted  decades on e i th e r  side of 
1700. New app roaches  in feminine p oe try  and prose  were also 
fos te red  by the  changes  tak ing  place in th is  period. For example, the  
female d ram atis ts  a f te r  A phra Behn claimed th e  r ig h t  fo r women to use  
forms trad itionally  re se rv e d  fo r  males only, as  Behn had. But women 
continued to face opposition. When th re e  female p layw righ ts  launched 
th e i r  plays d u r in g  th e  1694-96 season, they  were cruelly  parodied in 
a play called The Female Wits (1696).151
So while th e  re ign of William III, with i ts  costly  wars, saw power 
slowly b u t  inexorably slipping from th e  k ing 's  hands in to  those  of 
Parliament, th e re b y  g ra n t in g  men more freedom, women were still 
compelled to f ig h t  fo r basic r ig h ts  such as self-determ ination . The 
changing  economy, which saw a wider d is tr ib u tio n  of wealth among the  
c lasses  so th a t  gentlemen and m erchan ts  were beginning to ru b  
shou lders , en g en d e red  a g en d e r -b ase d  seg reg ra t io n  between men who 
worked ou ts ide  the  home and women who were expected to confine 
th e ir  activ ities  to  housekeeping  and ch ild rear ing . Political conditions 
may have encouraged  early  fem inists to  sp eak  ou t b u t  economic ones 
only exchanged one cripp ling  s te reo ty p e  of women—th e  tem ptress  
Eve—with an o th er  no le ss  re s t r ic t iv e —" p ro p e r ty - in -n e e d -o f -  
pro tection."  The y ears  of William's re ign were indeed  pivotal ones for
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England as i t  was s e t  firmly on th e  path  to  a constitu tional monarchy 
b u t  to  Englishwomen th e y  seemed to dem onstra te  th a t  killing one head 
of th e  Hydra of sexism meant only th a t  an o th er  would grow in i ts  
place.
Anne (r . 1702-1714)
The new c e n tu ry  b ro u g h t  England a  new monarch, James II 's
d a u g h te r  Anne, th e  la s t  of th e  S tu a r ts .  The next one h u n d red  years
would be v e ry  d if fe ren t  from th e  p reced ing  ones. Historian John B.
Owen d esc r ib es  the  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry :
I t  was an oligarchic  and pragm atic  age in which . . . 
ideas had l i t t le  in fluence  upon e i th e r  political o r  economic 
life, and th e  working c lasses  w ere  expected to  remain in 
th a t  decen t o b scu r i ty  to which th ey  were believed righ tly  
to  belong. This was th e  c e n tu ry  n e ithe r  of tiresome 
ideologies nor of th e  common man . . . p ride  of place 
went to th e  practical politics of th e  ruling 
classes. 1ss
Elsewhere, Owen w rites  th a t  th is  was an age "when personal loves and 
h a tre d s  were more s ign ifican t in determ ining  political actions, and 
even th e  fa te  of th e  nation, than  any  ideas  o r  p r inc ip le s ."153 
Certainly th is  would be t r u e  in Anne's case, whose reign would be 
dominated by often acrimonious p a r ty  politics and th e  influence  of 
Court "favorites"  who had th e  Queen 's ear .
The s t ru g g le  fo r  dominance between Tories and Whigs th a t  
ch arac te r iz es  so much of Anne's re ign was provoked by England 's  
e n tra n ce  in to  the  War of th e  Spanish  Succession in May 1702, a few 
months a f te r  Anne's coronation. This war resu lted  from th e  issu es  
le ft  unreso lved  by the  T rea ty  of Ryswick with England 's  o ve rr id ing  
concern  once again being to  limit French expansion of power. Before 
he died, William had appoin ted  John Churchill to  be th e  commander of
th e  allied troops, and England 's  conduct of th e  war, as well as much 
of i t s  diplomacy to  1710, were controlled by him. He was made the  
Duke of Marlborough in December 1702 while his fr iend , Lord 
Godolphin, was p u t  in ch a rg e  of ra is ing  fu n d s  fo r  th e  war. Neither 
man was firmly committed to a political p a r ty  b u t  both were 
determ ined to  make s u r e  they  kep t a secu re  Parliam entary majority 
to maintain a war th a t  su rp a ss e d  "King William's War" in scale. 
Consequently , th e  two men "managed" th e  Queen's m inistries until 
1710.154 They were firm believers  in William’s p re fe ren ce  fo r  major 
land campaigns, a position su p p o r te d  by th e  Whigs, and considerably  
extended th e i r  ran g e  in th e  Methuen T rea ty  with Portugal in 1703. 
To lu re  Portugal ou t of h e r  alliance with France, th e  Treaty  committed 
England to  a s s is t  in th e  deposition by fo rce  of th e  Bourbon Philip V 
from th e  Spanish th ro n e  and his replacem ent by the  Habsburg 
A rchduke Charles. Thus, "No Peace w ithout Spain" became a principal 
p a r t  of Whig war policy so th a t  in less  than  th re e  years ,  a la rge  
English army was engaged  in heavy f igh ting  in Portugal and Spain. 
Thanks to the  Duke of Marlborough, th is  war would follow a  d iffe ren t 
cou rse  than  William's; however, the  governm en t 's  in s is tence  on Philip's 
abdication would keep i t  going until 1713.155
Meanwhile, back home, Queen Anne firmly su p p o r te d  Marlborough 
and th e  war. In the  popular elections of 1702, th e  Tories gained a 
resound ing  victory , and  th e  Queen b ro u g h t  many Tories back into 
office. They soon made th e i r  p re sen ce  felt. Between 1702 and 1705, 
High Tory commoners in troduced  th re e  Occasional Conformity Bills, 
designed to penalize nonconformists, in success ive  sessions  of
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Parliament. Initially s tro n g ly  in favor of th e  f i r s t  and most penal bill, 
Anne began to re th in k  her position when th e  House of Lords, w here 
Whigs still had some influence, blocked th e  f i r s t  bill and th rew  ou t 
th e  second. She was even tua lly  convinced by h e r  m anagers th a t  
th e se  m easures were not wise in wartime since th ey  provoked 
Parliam entary  division, held up th e  voting of revenue  and  jeopardized  
th e  financial s u p p o r t  of th e  rich City d is se n te rs .  When her  ministers, 
to g e th e r  with Harleyites and Whigs, successfu lly  th w arted  an a ttem pt 
by th e  Commons to railroad the  th ird  Occasional Conformity Bill 
th ro u g h  th e  House of Lords by tacking  i t  to th e  Land Tax Bill, Anne 
app lau d ed .156
In o th e r  Parliam entary action, th e  Regency Act of 1705 was 
passed  to repeal a clause in the  Act of Settlem ent which excluded all 
o ff ice-ho lders  from th e  Commons. Such a policy would have 
f r u s t r a te d  the  em ergence of Cabinet governm ent and would have been 
an invita tion  to  perennial political deadlock by making a complete 
d ivorce  between executive and leg is la tu re . The Regency Act repealed 
th e  clause before i t  could go in to  effect. Now i t  would a t le a s t  be 
possible to c rea te  harmony between th e  two major c e n te rs  of powei—  
th e  Closet and th e  Commons—th a t  dominated th is  period of mixed 
g overnm ent.157 In 1705, also, th e  Whigs won back much of th e  g round  
they  had lo s t  in th e  election: "With th e  appointm ent of two Whigs to
Cabinet office e i th e r  s ide  of the  election, th e  Ju n to  were in full 
c r y ." 158
The p ro g re s s  of th e  war preoccupied th e  nation almost to  the  
exclusion of any th ing  else b u t  in 1707 fea r  of a Jacobite  invasion
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prom pted England to form a Union with Scotland to  keep th e  "Old 
P re ten d e r"  and his French  army from invad ing  England th ro u g h  th a t  
coun try . The Union g ran ted  Scotland s ign if ican t r ig h ts :  "The Scots 
were given fa ir  rep resen ta t io n  in th e  new parliam ent of 'Great 
Britain',' re ta ined  se p a ra te  id en ti ty  th ro u g h  th e i r  own legal system and 
th e i r  own estab lished  P resb y te r ian  Kirk; and were g ran ted  full 
economic r ig h ts  in England and in he r  colonies."159
The next y ea r  saw an allied v ic to ry  a t  O udenarde and the  
se izu re  of Minorca from th e  sea  which confirmed E ngland 's  naval 
s trang leho ld  on th e  M editerranean .160 S ev en teen -e ig h t  was also a 
tu rn in g  point in Queen Anne's reign. S ir  Robert Harley and his 
a d h e ren ts ,  who were th e  m oderates in th e  Queen's ministry, fell as a 
new election re su lted  in a c lear Whig majority, and Anne's husband , 
Prince George of Denmark, died. I t  was possible to keep up a t  leas t 
some semblance of coalition governm ent before  Harley's fall b u t  by 
1709 th e  en tire  Cabinet had become Whigs, with th e  exception of 
Marlborough and Godolphin who were considered  Whigs even if  they  
did not call them selves tha t.  However, as h is torian  Gregory Holmes 
o bserves , "B rita in 's  f i r s t  t r u e  p a r ty  governm ent proved  relatively 
s h o r t - l iv e d ." 161 The tr iu m p h an t Whigs made two fatal mistakes in 
policy. Louis sued  fo r  peace in 1709 b u t  the  Whigs' in s is tence  on "No 
Peace w ithout Spain" destroyed  negotiations a t  th e  Hague and 
prolonged th e  figh ting . To make m atters  worse, M arlborough 's  la s t  
major field v ic to ry  a t  Malplaquet on French  soil was a t  th e  expense 
of so many lives th a t  p re s s u re  to end th e  war, as th e  Tories were 
advocating, began to in ten s ify  in B rita in .162 The Whigs' f i r s t  mistake,
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then , was th e i r  fa ilu re  to recognize th e i r  coun trym en 's  changing 
a t t i tu d e  toward th e  war. Their second misstep was to  impeach Dr. 
Henry Sacheverell, an Anglican clergyman, fo r  "high crimes and 
misdemeanors" as a re su l t  of a sermon he p reached  in St. Paul's, and 
la te r  published, th a t  was critical of th e  Whigs and seemed to question 
th e  legality  of th e  1688 Revolution and i t s  settlem ent, especially  the  
Toleration. Although Dr. Sacheverell was found guilty  by th e  House 
of Lords, he was given a d e riso ry  sen tence. However, his 
impeachment by th e  Whig governm ent confirmed th e  fea r  of many of 
th e i r  countrym en, including  th e  Queen, th a t  th e  Anglican religion was 
th re a ten e d  u n d e r  a  Whig suprem acy .163
By 1710, a  fie rce  reaction had s e t  in a g a in s t  Godolphin and  the  
Whigs. Not only did Anne sh a re  h e r  su b je c ts '  concern fo r th e i r  
Church b u t she  also wanted an end to  th e  war, as they  did. These 
two a t t i tu d e s  and h e r  own p e n t-u p  resen tm en t of th e  p a s t  fo u r  y e a r s  
made her e ag e r  to help Harley accomplish " th e  most celebra ted  
political ren v e rsem en t of the  e igh teen th  c e n tu r y ." 164 By the  autumn 
of 1710, Anne had dismissed Godolphin and p u t  to g e th e r  a 
predom inantly  Tory m inistry  u n d e r  th e  lead e rsh ip  of Harley th a t  was 
pledged to a negotia ted  peace. A tactical dissolution of Parliament by 
Anne created  a  landslide  Tory v ic to ry  in the  October general 
e lec tion .165 At th is  time, English Jacobite  sym pathies became more 
o v e r t  th a n k s  to disillusionment with th e  war, Sachevere ll’s  
impeachment and th e  overwhelming Tory v ic to ry . In fact, the  " a rch ­
moderate" Harley faced a House of Commons so extreme in i ts  Toryism
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th a t  i t  was almost as big a th r e a t  to  his incoming Tory coalition as i t  
was to th e  decimated Whigs.166
In F eb ru a ry  1711, 150 malcontents, calling them selves the  
"October Club," began giving Harley 's m inistry  nearly  as much troub le  
as i t  gave  the  Whigs in th e  f i r s t  session  of th e  1710-13 Parliament. 
Harley su rv iv ed , however, and in May became th e  Earl of Oxford and 
Lord T rea su re r .  By Ju ly , his m inistry, which had originally  been a  
coalition of Harleyite Tories, High Tories and C ourt Whigs, had become 
completely Tory a t  Cabinet level excep t fo r  Harley 's ally, th e  Duke of 
Shrew sbury . Less than  a y e a r  la te r , his m inistry  would be 
overwhelmingly Tory a t  all lev e ls .167
As soon as  i t  had been ins ta lled , H arley 's  m inistry  had begun 
s e c re t  unila teral negotia tions with France. In December 1711, i t  laid 
th e  peace prelim inaries before  Parliament. The Elector of Hanover, 
who would succeed  Anne u n d e r  th e  te rm s of th e  Act of Settlement 
(1701), was a p roponen t of "No Peace w ithout Spain," and he 
q u a rre led  b it te r ly  with th e  m inistry  ov e r  i ts  c landestine  negotiations. 
This fueled fe a r  among Tories, who were a lready  uneasy  with the  
Hanover succession, th a t  th e  f i r s t  Hanover king would be ill-d isposed  
tow ards  them from th e  s ta r t .  Their f e a rs  seemed to be confirmed 
when all e f fo r ts  to  placate  George fa iled .168 For i ts  pa r t ,  th e  House 
of Lords th rea tened  to cause  a c r is is  by voting ag a in s t  "Peace 
w ithout Spain." At Oxford 's u rg ing , Anne c rea ted  twelve peers  en 
bloc to help th e  m inistry regain  control of th e  House. In o rd e r  to 
p re v e n t  any  Tory Parliam entary  u n re s t  d u r in g  th e  U trech t  peace 
talks, Harley dismissed Marlborough on a t ru m p ed -u p  ch a rg e  of
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corrup tion , had Walpole committed to  th e  Tower by th e  Commons and 
promised to fin ish  th e  p u rg e  of Whig placemen a t  th e  end  of the  
session. These m easures worked well.169
A general confe rence  began in U trech t  in J a n u a ry  1712 to 
negotia te  peace between Britain and France. In May, M arlborough 's  
successo r, Ormonde, received "R estra in ing  O rders"  designed  to  isolate 
th e  Dutch and th e  Im peria lis ts  militarily as  th e  s e c re t  negotia tions had 
done diplomatically. With th e  confe rence  in p ro g re s s  and Britain, the  
paym aster of th e  allies, so committed to a negotia ted  peace, the  
alliance was forced to  g ive up. Consequently , in April 1713, th e  Dutch 
and th e  Im peria lis ts  ag reed  to a general peace a t U tre c h t .170
In Britain, th e  Tories welcomed th e  peace e s tab lished  by the  
U trech t  T reaty  b u t  gave  Harley 's m inistry  trouble . Their most se r ious  
challenge was to an in teg ra l  p a r t  of th e  agreem ents , th e  Commerce 
Treaty , which bestowed "most favored  nation" s t a tu s  on France. 
Eighty Tories joined the  Whigs in opposing it, and i t  was wrecked in 
the  Commons. Undoubtedly, some opposition was th e  re su l t  of 
economic p re s su re  applied by c o n s t i tu en ts  b u t  j u s t  as many members 
were motivated by anxiety fo r  th e  sa fe ty  of th e  Hanoverian succession 
in th e  face of th is  new rela tionsh ip  with France. The Whig Ju n to  took 
advan tage  of th e  situation by ru n n in g  a p ropaganda  campaign 
attem pting to p e rsu ad e  th e  public th a t  H arley 's  m inistry  was planning 
to yield to the  Jacobites. However, th a t  summer Harley and  his allies 
not only emerged t r iu m p h an t from a ministerial re shu ff le  b u t  also with 
th e i r  positions s t re n g th e n e d .  The hopes of Oxford's one-tim e fr iend , 
Bolingbroke, who was now his rival and  hoped to  rep lace  him, seemed
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futile. But tow ards  th e  end  of 1713, th e  re la tionsh ip  between Oxford 
and th e  Queen began to de te r io ra te ,  while Bolingbroke was cu ltiva ting  
th e  Queen's new favorite , Abigail Masham; consequen tly , his  fo r tu n es  
began to im prove.171
The most s ign if ican t ev en t  of 1713 was, of course , th e  s ign ing  of 
th e  T rea ty  of U trech t, end ing  the  War of th e  Spanish Succession. 
The Whig ob jec tive  of insta lling  a H absburg  on th e  Spanish  th ro n e  
was not realized b u t  th e  a rch d u k e  had ju s t  succeeded Emperor 
Joseph, making such  an aim politically undesirab le  and militarily 
unrealistic . The Bourbon Philip V was confirmed as th e  r ig h tfu l  ru ler; 
however, th e  T rea ty  s t ipu la ted  th a t  th e  crowns of F rance  and  Spain 
were n ev er  to be united . O ther than  "Peace w ithout Spain," Britain 
achieved all of h e r  war goals and much besides. F rance  abandoned 
"James III" and recognized th e  Hanoverian succession. England 
acqu ired  Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, th e  Hudson Bay te r r i to r ie s ,  Fort 
James in Senegambia, G ibra ltar and Minorca. English m erchants  were 
given the  r ig h t  to t r a d e  with Spain on equal te rm s with French 
m erchants  and were g ran ted  legal e n tre e  in to  the  Spanish South 
American m arke t.172
In 1714, a new Parliament met with th e  succession as its  
param ount concern . Division between Jacobite  Tories and 
"Hanoverian" Tories e ru p te d  in to  open conflict. In a  se r ie s  of a t tack s  
on th e i r  foes, th e  Whigs made severa l ch arg es ,  th e  most im portan t 
being Jacobitism. "Hanoverian" Tories in th e  Parliament organized  
them selves and joined th e  Whigs in a ttem p ts  to  b ring  p re s su re  to 
b ear  on th e  governm ent. A power s t ru g g le  began between Oxford and
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Bolingbroke, now chief S ec re ta ry  of S ta te  and  known to be connected 
with th e  Jacobites  in Parliament. He in tro d u ced  a Schism Bill in both 
Houses, to th e  h o rro r  of th e  d is se n te rs ,  in p a r t  to rally th e  Tories 
b u t  also to  cause  major em barrassm ent to th e  ex -P u r itan , Oxford. 
However, th e  wily Earl escaped  th e  t r a p  and re ta lia ted  by consp iring  
with the  Whigs ag a in s t  Bolingbroke.173
I t  was to no avail. Queen Anne dismissed Harley and died 
sudden ly  fo u r  days la te r . On h e r  deathbed , sh e  had not "handed  the  
white s ta f f"  to Bolingbroke b u t  to th e  m oderate Earl of S h rew sbury , 
who was an advocate  of th e  Hanoverian succession and still had some 
influence with th e  Whigs. For th e i r  p a r t ,  Bolingbroke and his allies 
were c au g h t  o f f -g u ard .  They had s p e n t  y e a rs  try in g  to re s to re  th e  
S tu a r t s  th ro u g h  th e  repeal of th e  Settlem ent Act so th e ir  military 
plans were less  than  half completed a t  Anne's sudden  death . In 
accordance  with th e  Regency Act, a Regency Council pa rtly  composed 
of th e  Elector 's  own nominees replaced th e  old ministry. Thanks to 
th e  d isa r ra y  of Bolingbroke 's  faction and th e  Council's e ffo rts ,  George 
I, England 's  f i r s t  Hanoverian king, was able to ascend th e  th ro n e  
peacefully. His Whig a d h e re n ts  would have a y ear  to firmly e n tre n c h  
them selves in the  governm ent before  th e  P ro te s tan t  Succession would 
be th rea ten ed  by fo rce .174
Though tu rb u le n t  and stormy, A nne's  re ign saw s ign if ican t 
developm ents in the  life of the  nation, many of which can be 
a t t r ib u te d  to  Sir Robert Harley, who had se rv ed  u n d e r  William and 
become th e  Earl of Oxford u n d e r  Anne. Historian Gregory Holmes 
notes th a t  among his tr ium phs  in his c a re e r  (1689-1714) can be lis ted
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five of S tu a r t  E ngland 's  g re a te s t  achievements: a  limited,
constitu tional monarchy; a  sec u re  P ro te s ta n t  succession; th e  Union 
with Scotland; th e  v ic to ries  of England 's  g re a te s t  war; and a peace 
" th a t  confirmed beyond question B rita in 's  new s tand ing  as  a g re a t  
power, not only in Europe bu t in th e  w ider world of commerce and 
colonies beyond ."175
Elsewhere, Holmes writes, "The full consti tu tional h a rv e s t  of th e  
Glorious Revolution was ga th ered  in d u rin g  th e  twelve years  of Anne’s 
re ig n ."176 What had s ta r te d  in 1688 came to  fru ition  u n d e r  Anne as 
th e  so v ere ig n 's  power was fu r th e r  limited, and Cabinet governm ent 
began to  take  shape. Unlike the  e n e rg e tic  William, sickly Anne needed 
a leading m inister to do most of h e r  work so i t  is  in he r  re ign th a t  
th e  office th a t  would la te r  be called "Prime Minister" began to 
develop. Although they  were not officially recognized as such, Holmes 
c ites  Godolphin (Lord High T rea su re r ,  1702-10) and Oxford (Lord High 
T rea su re r ,  1711-14) as th e  f i r s t  politicians to perform th a t  function. 
More than William, Anne also needed a Cabinet to su p e rv ise  th e  war 
e ffo r t  and diplomacy, as well as  a small Cabinet committee to do 
bus iness  and plan policy a t  th e  h ig h e s t  level.177 Constitutional 
monarchy and a tw o -p a r ty  system had a rr iv e d .  Indeed, historian 
C hris topher  Hill also l inks  the  r ise  of th e  Cabinet to th e  political 
s t ru g g le s  of the  period and the  em erging so v ere ig n ty  of Parliament. 
By th e  end of th e  S tu a r t  era, a lthough  th e  concept of jo in t Cabinet 
responsib il i ty  was not fully estab lished , and th e  Cabinet not officially 
recognized by law, i t  was formalized enough so th a t  leading m inisters 
were  assumed to have a  r ig h t  to a t te n d  and consequen tly  be held
responsib le  for governm ent policy.176 Thus, we see a d is tinc t  
d e p a r tu re  from pre-Revolution monarchy based on the  divine r ig h t  of 
kings th a t  allowed Charles and  James to r ide  roughshod o v e r  th e ir  
su b je c ts  and to use th e i r  almost unlimited power to f u r th e r  th e ir  own 
in te r e s t s  a t  th e  expense of those  who had no reco u rse  u n d e r  the  law. 
Power was now decisively being sh ifted  from th e  sovereign  to a  g roup  
of m inisters who were answ erable  not to a king, b u t  to  th e  people's 
rep re se n ta t iv e s  in Parliament. According to  Hill, a n o th e r  development 
of the  post-Revolution period th a t  affected  th e  grow th of th e  new 
system  was the  rapidly  expanding civil se rv ice  th a t  resu lted  in a more 
complex adm inistration in which ru le by committees was more 
convenien t than  th a t  by single depar tm en t heads. The ran k s  of civil 
s e rv a n ts  were swelled by members of old families who were financially 
em barrassed  with th e  re su l t  th a t  they  were tied to  the  Glorious 
Revolution and the  Hanoverian succession "no less  effectively than the  
Bank of England tied th e  moneyed c la s ses ."179
The majority of civil s e rv a n ts  res ided  in London, as did half of 
all of E ngland 's  tow n-dw elle rs .180 The sp ec tacu la r  growth of London 
in to  th e  la rg e s t  c ity  in Europe reflected  two t r e n d s  d u ring  th e  S tu a r t  
period th a t  undermined the  ru ra l  organization of English society. The 
f i r s t  was the  grow th of towns, especially  London. In the  preceding 
c en tu ry ,  th e  u rban  population was less  than  ten  p e rcen t  of the  whole 
population bu t by the  end of th e  S tu a r t  period towns contained almost 
a q u a r te r  of th e  total population.181 The second tre n d  th a t  was 
eliminating land as th e  determ ining fac to r  of English economic life was 
th e  increas ing  sophistication of th e  division of labor. As towns
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developed, th e  ran g e  of occupations within them became more varied 
and sophistica ted . This t re n d  was most ev iden t in London whose 
la rg e r  population was matched by a wider v a rie ty  in ty p e s  of u rban  
economic activ ity . In addition to being th e  s ea t  of governm ent and 
the  main res idence  of th e  Court, London was th e  only cen te r  of 
banking  and publish ing  in England. Not only did i t  control th re e -  
q u a r te r s  of th e  na tion 's  foreign  t ra d e  b u t  also owned almost half of 
E ngland 's  mercantile marine and dominated in land trad e .  London was 
home to  a g re a t  proportion  of all professional people, as well as the  
la rg e s t  concentra tion  of in d u s tr ia l  w orkers  in th e  c o u n t ry .182 No 
wonder so many p layw righ ts  writing a t  th e  tu r n  of th e  cen tu ry ,  like 
S usanna  Centlivre, s e t  almost all th e i r  p lays in the  City.
The increas ing  urbanization  of England was reflected  by th e  rise 
of something similar to a modern p ro le ta r ia t  in .both town and coun try . 
The number of land less  w orkers  in c reased  th ro u g h o u t  th e  S tu a r t  
period so th a t  most u rban  w orkers  depended  en tire ly  on th e ir  labor 
fo r o th e rs  fo r  th e i r  livelihood.183 Before th is  time a young individual 
could p ro g re s s  up th e  lad d e r  from a p p re n t ice  to m aster b u t  during  
th is  e ra  th a t  num ber s ignificantly  decreased  "as  th e  increas ing  
sophistication and capitalization of small u rb an  b u s in esses  ra ised the  
e n t ry  costs  fo r potential a sp iran ts ,  and as more and more m asters  
ignored  th e  ap p ren ticesh ip  laws and simply took on lab o u r as and 
when they  wanted i t . " 184
The rise  of commercial farming, which d isplaced many people and 
compelled them to  seek  employment e lsew here, often in towns, resu lted  
in innovations in a g r ic u l tu re  th a t  would remove th e  fe a r  of famine
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from England. These improvements were a  radical reorganization  of 
th e  ru ra l  landscape  th a t  s ign ifican tly  added  to th e  p roportion  of 
cu ltivable  a reas  and  changes  in tech n iq u es  of h u sb an d ry  th a t  
in c reased  th e  num ber of animals th e  land could susta in . Thus, by the  
second half of th e  sev en teen th  cen tu ry ,  English a g r ic u l tu re  was 
con tr ib u tin g  in a  major way to th e  wealth of th e  co u n try  as a smaller 
segm ent of the  population was p roducing  a much b igger  and more 
d ivers if ied  amount of food which was th en  being sold on the  market 
a t  s tab le  o r  even falling prices. Even th e  poor, some of whom had 
been h it  hard  by th e  reorganization  of th e  c o u n try s id e  in to  la rge  
commercial farms, benefited  by th e  end  of th e  S tu a r t  period from 
th e i r  improved position in th e  labor m arke t and a modest in c rease  in 
th e i r  wages b ro u g h t  abou t by an end of population growth. Stable 
o r  falling food p rices  also provided  them with a  modicum of comfort.185
If th e  grow th of commercial farming had inc reased  th e  number 
of land less  poor i t  also gave them employment, although much of i t  
seasonal. I t  c rea ted  a m arket fo r  labor in th e  p rocessing , d is tr ibu tion  
and  m arketing of food and raw materials. Alternatively, many of the  
newly land less  began to  depend solely on production  of goods fo r  
export, especially woollen cloth, as a means of su rv iv a l .186 But th e  
most rap id ly  developing source  of employment fo r  th e  poor was 
in d u s tr ia l  production fo r  th e  home market. Historian P e te r  Earle 
a t t r ib u te s  th e  developm ent of th e  home m arket to the  new wealth 
c rea ted  by the  p ro cesses  of commercialization and social polarization. 
With th e  p roceeds  of commercialized farming, o th e r  social c lasses  
besides  th e  a r is to c rac y —gentlemen, yeomen and "middling" people—
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now had more money to use. A cumulative process, by the  end of th e  
S tu a r t  period, a  g radual r ise  of real wages meant th a t  even th e  poor 
supplied  a marginal in c rease  to th e  demand fo r  goods and s e rv ic e s .187
Changes in E ng land 's  foreign t r a d e  also occu rred  d u r in g  the  
S tu a r t  period. At th e  beginning of th e  period, th e  m ajority  of 
England’s  ex p o rts  and t ra d e  was between London and th e  Low 
Countries. From th e re ,  foreign m erchan ts  d is t r ib u te d  i t  to more 
d is ta n t  m arkets. While th is  remained th e  most im portan t method of 
trade , developm ents d u r in g  th e  sev en teen th  c e n tu ry  improved the  
na tion 's  lo n g -d is tan ce  t rad e .  One of th e se  was "a  massive 
geographical d iversification  of English ove rseas  t ra d e "  in places like 
th e  M editerranean, th e  Ottoman Empire, Italy, Spain and Portugal. 
England 's  Asian t r a d e  expanded dramatically, pa rticu la rly  in th e  1670s 
and 1680s. But th e  most im portan t developm ent fo r  i ts  e ffec ts  on the  
English people was th e  growth of th e  American colonies. Colonization 
not only reduced  population grow th, i t  gave  England a  major m arket 
fo r English in d u s tr ia l  goods and for sh ip s  c o n s tru c ted  and manned by 
Englishm en.180
Not su rp r is in g ly ,  all of th e se  t r e n d s  d u r in g  th e  S tu a r t  period 
affected  English society, which u n d e rw en t fundamental changes. The 
radical reorganization  of th e  economy significantly  en riched  th e  
co u n try  and b e tte red  th e  material s itua tion  of almost everyone. 
In c reas in g  polarization in th e  social s t r u c tu r e  also re su lted  from 
changes  in th e  economy; th e  gap widened between the  few wealthy o r  
re la tive ly  well-off and th e  many poor, p a r ticu la r ly  in th e  coun try s ide . 
Earle notes:
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This division was in tensified  by a cu ltu ra l  change  as  the  
u p p e r  and middling ra n k s  of society  became inc reas ing ly  
lite ra te , secu la r  and rational, while th e  poor remained 
i ll i te ra te  and con tinued  to cling to  a  la rge ly  su p e rs t i t io u s  
view of th e  world. Cultural division b red  contem pt and 
encouraged  th e  view th a t  th e  only function of th e  poor 
was to work hard  fo r  low wages to su p p o r t  th e  comfort 
and th e  le isu re  of th e  inc reas ing ly  re spec tab le  members 
of th e  middling and u p p e r  c la sses .160
Not only had th e  chance  fo r  p ro sp e r i ty  become available to  a
wider range  of people b u t  so had employment in th e  professions. At
th e  beginning of th e  S tu a r t  period, th e re  w ere few professions
ou ts ide  th e  Church, th e  law and a g r ic u l tu re  b u t  by th e  end, th e re
were new opp o rtu n i t ie s  fo r  employment re su lting  from the  rap id
expansion of th e  num bers employed in medicine, from a fa s t-g ro w in g
professional civil se rv ice  and from th e  in troduction  of a  t ru ly
professional officer co rps  d u r in g  William III and Queen Anne's wars.
Earle points ou t the  s ignificance of th is  development:
Every one of th e se  p ro fessions  claimed for i ts  more 
successfu l p rac t i t io n e rs  a gen tili ty  th a t  had li t t le  o r  
nothing to do with o lder concep ts  of gen tility  based on 
th e  ow nership  of land. This was an im portan t fac to r  in 
the  developm ent of what can be called th e  u rban  
gentleman, a r a th e r  d if fe ren t  and generally  more
sophistica ted  c h a ra c te r  than  th e  co u n try  gentleman living 
in his big house on a landed e s ta te .190
Not all u rban  gentlemen were in th e  professions; many were
in d ependen tly  wealthy. Some followed th e  classic p a t te rn  of a
gentleman by g e tt ing  income from th e  re n t s  of co u n try  e s ta te s  while
o th e rs ,  men of le isu re  who behaved like gentlemen, drew  most of th e i r
income from u rban  investm ents . According to Earle, th e  most
im portan t dividing line in society was " th e  line  between those  who
were gentlemen and th o se  who were not," b u t  a t  th e  end of the
S tu a r t  period, such  d is tinc tions  were less  rigid: "Since many of th e
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citizens  earned  th e i r  living and behaved in exactly th e  same way, 
th e re  was an inev itab le  b lu rr in g  of th e  concept of gentleman in 
people 's  m inds."191
The social re s u l ts  of economic change  preoccupied th e  comic 
dram atis ts  of th e  ear ly  e igh teen th  cen tu ry ,  as they  did the ir  
audiences. The trad itiona l conflict between th e  landed c lasses  and the 
moneyed c lasses  was chang ing  as th e  lines sep a ra t in g  th e  two became 
more fluid, and th is  became th e  major concern  of almost all of the  
comic w rite rs .  Although much of th e  p ro sp e r i ty  England enjoyed  a t  
th e  end  of the  S tu a r t  period was achieved th ro u g h  th e  e ffo r ts  of her  
m erchants , p layw righ ts  pe rs is ted  in depicting  them in th e ir  
Restoration guise. Eventually, however, d ram atis ts  could no longer 
igno re  the  modifications in society, and th e  lines were firmly drawn 
between those  who approved  of them and those  who did not. 
Consequently, ear ly  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  plays contain many 
s t ra ig h tfo rw ard  d iscuss ions  of th e  im portance of m erchan ts  and of 
t ra d e  to England but, Loftis cautions, merely citing th e se  passages  is 
not enough to  u n d e rs tan d  th e  impact of th e  moneyed in te r e s t  upon 
th e  drama, " ra th e r ,  i t  is  in th e  more elusive, because more inward, 
fa c t  of changed dram atic  values, reflecting  changed  social values, th a t  
th e  more meaningful im press  of the  a lte red  social organization on the  
drama is  to be so u g h t ." 192 These changed dramatic va lues  affected 
th e  choice of su b jec t ,  th e  direction taken  by dramatic s a t i re  and often 
th e  cou rse  of th e  p lo t.193 After Collier's a t ta ck  and th e  tu r n  of the  
c en tu ry ,  drama began to tak e  a more critical a t t i tu d e  toward society. 
Loftis w rites  th a t  Pope's irony  in Rape of th e  Lock holds "in neat
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suspension  th e  o lder values and th e  new," as do th e  comedies of 
o th e r  w r i te rs  " though  with le ss  skill," among them Susanna 
C entliv re .194
The drama was slowly b u t  su re ly  s ta r t in g  to re flec t th e  social 
reality  th a t  c lass  b a r r ie r s  were  no longer  firm. The term s "m erchant"  
and  " tra d e"  lacked prec ise  meaning b u t  by Queen Anne's time a 
c learly  u nde rs tood  d is tinc tion  was made between men who were 
f inanc ie rs  o r  la rg e -sca le  t r a d e r s  and those  who were mere 
shopkeepe rs ;  th e  form er were the  "m erchan ts"  eulogized in th e  ear ly  
e ig h teen th  c e n tu r y .195 While th e  p ro sp e r i ty  of th e  m erchan ts  made 
m arriage with th e  g e n try  more common, even tua lly  a belief a ro se  th a t  
th ey  were w orthy  of a high place in social esteem in th e ir  own righ t ,  
re g a rd le s s  of th e i r  ability  to change  them selves in to  "gentlemen" by 
m arriage o r  th e  buying of land. Thus, i t  was no longer  n ecessa ry  for 
a m erchan t to  cease  being so in o rd e r  to become a gentlemen while 
s im ultaneously landowning families were beginning  to  in c rease  th e ir  
involvem ent in jo in t- s to c k  companies. However, Loftis notes th a t  th e  
"commercial chan g es  did not all c o n tr ib u te  to a c loser identification 
of th e  in te r e s t s  of landow ners  and m erch an ts ."196 With o th e r  
a l te rn a t iv e  investm en ts  besides land available, th e  moneyed men were 
no lo n g e r  compelled to compete with th e  g e n try  fo r  real e s ta te .  With 
no overr id ing  economic need to transfo rm  them selves in to  "landed" 
men, m erchan ts  began to  in s is t  th a t  they  be reg a rd ed  as "a  species  
of g e n try ,"  an in s is ten ce  depicted  in th e  drama of th e  early  
e ig h teen th  c e n tu r y .197 And th e  successfu l ones were well in a 
position to  make such  a  demand, having been en riched  by London's
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vigorous  foreign  t ra d e ,  by the  War of th e  Spanish  Succession and by 
F irs t  Minister Walpole's economic policy th a t  made th e  encouragem ent 
of t ra d e  a major ob jec t ive  in George I 's  re ig n .198
The in te rm arr iag e  between m erchan t families and "honorable"
families can be traced  in contem porary  maps which c h a r t  th e  g re a t
expansion of London to th e  fash ionable  northw est d u r in g  th e  f i r s t
th re e  decades of th e  e ig h teen th  c e n tu r y .199 What th is  meant to  th e
th e a t re s  was a  la rg e  new aud ience  th a t  was increas ing ly
heterogeneous in both ta s te  and background , especially as members
of th e  m erchant c lass  began to make in roads  in to  the  g e n try .
"Citizens," as opposed to  the  g e n try  o r  th e  peerage, were becoming
an inc reas ing ly  im portan t portion of th e  audience in th e  ear ly
e igh teen th  c en tu ry .  As th e a t re - g o e r s  moved west, so did th e
playhouses, with th e  exception of Goodman's Fields.200 However,
excep t fo r  Goodman's Fields, th e  aud iences  of th is  time were still
dominated by fashionable  people. As Loftis notes, th e  im portan t
changes  seem to have been in th e  composition of th e  beau monde and
th a t  of the  c itizenry:
Many of th e  m erchan ts  a t ten d in g  th e  th e a te r ,  no longer 
considered  "citizens,"  were  accepted  in the  audience  as 
gentlemen; many of th e  prom inent financiers, perform ing 
func tions  th a t  e a r l ie r  were perform ed by citizens, 
belonged to  gen tle  o r  even  noble families. The citizens 
recognized as such in th e  e a r ly -e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  
th e a te r  were  not th e  leading members of th e  b us iness  
communities, th e  e x p o r te rs  and financ iers , b u t  r a th e r  th e  
p e tty  t r a d e r s ,  th e  sh o p k eep e rs ,  and th e  app ren tices .  
The social re la tionsh ips  of th e  audiences, then , remained 
c o n s tan t  on th e  su rface ; b u t  th e  su b s tan ce  of th e  
re la tionship , especially as  they  affected  the  bus iness  
community, underw en t an im portan t change .901
Indeed, Loftis c ites  th e  p resen ce  of men who had made fo r tu n e s  in 
th e  wars, mostly m erchants , in th e  p it  and the  boxes, th e  most 
rem unerative  p a r t  of th e  audience, as th e  most im portan t d ifference  
between Restoration audiences and  those  of the  ear ly  e igh teen th  
c en tu ry .  Dramatists seemed to be aware of th is  development, 
sometimes re fe r r in g  to the  newcomers in dramatic dialogue.202 While 
they  were carefu l to do noth ing  to alienate th e i r  h igh-pay ing  
custom ers, p layw righ ts  continued to a llude deris ively  to  "c its"  in th e  
house d u ring  th e  ear ly  p a r t  of th e  cen tu ry .  This s u g g e s ts  th a t  th e  
term "citizen" was gaining a more specialized meaning than i t  had a t  
th e  Restoration, when i t  was applied even  to a  businessm an op e ra tin g  
on a re la tive ly  la rg e  scale. As th e  c e n tu ry  advanced, "citizen" would 
in c reas ing ly  be confined to a lowly member of th e  mercantile 
community, in p a r t  because the  more im portan t members w ere  moving 
o u t of London.203 P layw rights  in c reas in g ly  began to make d is t inc tions  
between g re a t  m erchants  and c itizens among th e i r  dram atis  pe rso n ae . 
They could malign "citizens" with some im punity  s ince  not many could 
afford  the  time o r  expense to a t ten d  th e  th ea tre ,  which continued to 
a t t r a c t  no more than  a minute frac tion  of th e  whole population.204
While economic developm ents were b ring ing  abou t a change in 
drama, politics had little  a p p a re n t  impact on the  social themes of 
comedy in William’s  reign and th e  ear ly  y e a rs  of Anne's b u t  1710 
marked a tu rn in g  po in t in th e  re la tionsh ip  between p a r ty  politics and 
th e  stage. That y e a r  the  deba te s  ov e r  th e  T reaty  of U trech t  began, 
and "political r iv a lry  was c learly  and emphatically exp ressed  by 
official p ro p ag an d is ts  in term s of th e  cen tra l  social r iv a lry  in comedy,
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th a t  between g e n try  and m erchan t."205 Loftis sees  a  connection 
between th e  Whig p ropaganda  of Anne's la s t  y ea rs  and th e  changing 
social re la tionships  dep icted  in comedy in th e  two decades a f te r  1710. 
He also notes th a t  only a f te r  1710, do comedies openly and 
unequivocally  en d o rse  th e  m erchan ts .206
Conflicting a t t i tu d e s  toward th e  War of th e  Spanish Succession 
sp ark ed  political r iva lr ies  in Anne's reign. Those who approved  the  
war and those  who opposed i t  co rre sp o n d ed  roughly  to the  sp lit 
between the  moneyed and the  landed in te re s ts :  "The ove rseas  t r a d e r s  
and th e  f inanc iers  saw p ro f its  th a t  w ere  in th e  main rising; w hereas 
the  landed men (o th e r  than  th e  g re a t  lo rds)  were hard  h it  by wartime 
fluc tua tions  in th e  price  of ag ricu ltu ra l  p ro d u c ts  and the  four-sh illing  
land tax, so much so th a t  some had to sell th e i r  lan d ."207 When 
H arley 's  Tory m inistry  replaced th e  p ro -w ar  one of Godolphin in 1710 
and began peace negotiations, th e  Tories mounted a  major journa lis tic  
campaign headed by Swift to d isc red i t  M arlborough, the  Whigs and the  
war. The Whigs re ta lia ted  with th e i r  own p ropaganda .208
Besides the  question of th e  war, o th e r  issues  a rose  which 
delineated c learly  th e  opposition between th e  moneyed and  th e  landed 
in te re s ts .  One was th e  Landed P ro p er ty  Qualification Bill of 1711, a 
failed Tory a ttem pt to keep moneyed men ou t of th e  Commons and to 
maintain the  majority of co u n try  s q u ire s .209 Another dem onstration 
of th e  conflict between gentlemen and  m erchan ts  was th e  co n tro v e rsy  
ov e r  th e  commercial c lauses  in th e  T rea ty  of U trech t by which 
England would resume t ra d e  with France. The French Commercial 
T rea ty  was sponsored  by Henry St. John, leader  of th e  landed
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in te re s t ,  who hoped th a t  th e  resumption of t ra d e  with F rance would 
s t re n g th e n  s u p p o r t  in England fo r  th e  P re ten d e r ,  who was backed by 
th e  French, and h u r t  th e  English m erchants  by eliminating pro tec tive  
ta r i f f s  and h indering  th e ir  luc ra tive  t ra d e  with Portugal. While th e  
is su e  was complex, in general th e  Tories approved  th e  Commercial 
T reaty , and th e  Whigs opposed it. Although th e re  was a Tory 
majority in the  Commons, th e  Whigs were able to defeat the  measure 
mainly because they  pe rsuaded  a s ign if ican t num ber of th e  sq u ire s  
th a t  such a policy was unsound in term s of m ercantilist economic 
th e o ry .210 Thus, j u s t  as  d ifferences  between Tories and Whigs were 
b ro u g h t  in to  s h a r p e r  focus by th e  deba tes  ov e r  th e  1713 Treaty , so 
too was th e  conflict between social classes.
And th e  th e a t re s  of Queen Anne's time were in th e  midst of the  
ba tt le  as political life was closely linked to th e  life of th e  playhouses. 
The ou tb reak  of war a t  Anne’s  accession was g ree ted  with en thusiasm  
by most of the  d ram atis ts  whose near unanimity of zeal would be 
unabated  until abou t 1709. The initially popular war provided a focus 
fo r  the  p layw righ ts  whose plays teem with military c h a ra c te rs  who 
speak  of c u r r e n t  campaigns and abound with allusions to British 
v ic to ries .211 The cou rse  of th e  war affected  th e  drama, not only in 
ce leb ra to ry  prologues and epilogues, b u t  in i ts  o th e r  components. For 
ins tance , Loftis specu la tes  th a t  th e  successfu l G ibraltar campaign in 
1704 ind irec tly  caused an increased  use of Spanish and P ortuguese  
se t t in g s  and ch a rac te rs ,  p e rh ap s  even plots  from Spanish  plays. 
Among several d ram atis ts  seemingly influenced by the  vic tory , he lis ts  
S usanna  Centlivre whose works seem to s u g g e s t  th a t  th e  in te r e s t  in
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Spain and Portugal was provoked by th e  war, noting th a t  "in a series  
of p lays beginning with The Busy Body in 1709 sh e  depicted Spanish 
customs and c h a rac te rs ,  and probably  used some unidentified  Spanish 
p lo ts ."212
If  th e  d ram atis ts '  en thusiasm  fo r  th e  war was somewhat 
conventional, th e i r  adoration of the  g re a t  war leaders , Marlborough 
and Godolphin, went f a r  beyond a p ru d e n t  pandering  to custom ers ' 
ta s tes .  While the  two men were political moderates, they  headed a 
coalition governm ent th a t  in th e  beginning  had a  Tory bent, in the  
end a Whig one. Initially, dramatic favo r of th e i r  war policy did not 
necessarily  ind ica te  a p a r ty  leaning, b u t  in th e  w in ter  of 1704-05, the  
beginning  of th e  "High Tory v e n d e t ta  ag a in s t  M arlborough," s u p p o r t  
fo r  the  two lead e rs  and the  war inc reas ing ly  su g g es ted  Whiggism.213 
The close association between th a t  p a r ty  and th e  th e a t re s  in these  
y ea rs  was par tly  th e  re su l t  of th e  pa tronage  of Whig politicos. Among 
th e i r  con tribu tions  to the  s tag e  was financial a ss is tance  in building 
the  Haymarket Theatre . The members of th e  Ju n to  seem to have been 
g enerous  benefac to rs  of th e  p layw righ ts  if we a re  to  ju d g e  from th e ir  
dedications to  plays,* similar honors were not bestowed on th e  Tory 
le ad e rs .214 Consequently, when political th eo ry  was exp ressed  in the  
drama, i t  was dominated by Whig doctrine . But i t  was not until a f te r  
th e  deba te s  over th e  T rea ty  of U trecht, which clearly  defined th e  
rival parties ,  th a t  th e  Whig endorsem ent of th e  financial community 
began to be reflected in th e  th e a t re s  in sym pathetic  p o r tray a ls  by 
Whig p layw righ ts  of th e  conventional c h a ra c te r  of th e  m erchan t.215
Politics also affected  th e  th e a t r e s  between 1704 and 1712 as a 
bewildering se r ie s  of managerial chan g es  reflec ted  th e  p a r t  political 
in fluence played in th e ir  a ffa irs  and th e  lack of a c learly  a rticu la ted  
governm ental policy toward th e  p layhouses. The opening of th e  new 
Haymarket T hea tre  in April 1705, to  which Thomas B e t te r to n 's  company 
t r a n s fe r re d ,  was th e  f i r s t  change  in th e  p a t te rn  of theatrical 
operation in ex istence since the  ac to rs '  revo lt  in 1695 when Betterton 
assumed lead e rsh ip  of th e  company a t  Lincoln's Inn  Fields and 
C hris topher  Rich managed D rury Lane. The s t ru g g le  fo r  control of 
th e  Haymarket T hea tre  and Drury Lane by various  m anagers in th e  
middle y e a r s  of Queen Anne's re ign  involved th e  Lord Chamberlain 
and C ourt influence. The u p sh o t  was th a t  in November 1710 i t  was 
a r ra n g ed  th a t  Owen Swiney and th re e  ac to r-m anagers  {Wilks, Doggett 
and Cibber) would manage a company a t  D rury Lane devoted to 
legitimate drama while th e  Tory William Collier headed an operatic  
company a t  th e  Haymarket. Then, in April 1712, new licenses were 
issued  when Swiney and Collier swapped playhouses, a lthough Swiney 
le f t  th e  Haymarket a f te r  th e  1712-13 season when d e b ts  forced  him to 
flee to th e  Continent. Evidently, th e  Q ueen 's  m inisters  considered  th e  
su p e rv iso ry  p os ts  as Court fav o rs  with th e  im portan t proviso  th a t  
th ey  be d ispensed  in a m anner th a t  would keep th e  th e a t re s  
p rosperous . Paten t r ig h ts  were not s t r ic t ly  observed . Managing a 
th e a t re  req u ired  a  highly specialized skill th a t  co u r t ie rs ,  reg a rd le ss  
of p a r ty ,  did not have; however, C ourt fav o r  was decisive in 
determ ining changes  in management. Thus, national politics had an
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e ffec t  on the  th e a t r e s  as the  influence  of th e  Whigs began to  wane 
a f te r  1709 in th e  face  of an even s t ro n g e r  Tory in fluence .216
The landslide  v ic to ry  of th e  Tories in th e  election of 1710, which 
p u t  Harley (la te r  Lord Oxford) and St. John ( la te r  Lord Boling broke) 
a t  th e  head of a  Tory m inistry , had an immediate e ffec t  on the  
th e a t re s .  Before th is  time only th e  Lord Chamberlain and his 
subo rd ina tes ,  th e  Vice-Chamberlain and th e  Master of th e  Revels 
concerned  them selves with th e  operation  of th e  th e a t r e s  b u t  fo r the  
fou r  remaining y ea rs  of Queen Anne's re ign , Harley and St. John kep t 
an eye  on the  s tage , as  they  did on all media of public  persuasion . 
Thus, p lays between 1710 and 1714 were more in tense ly  sc ru tin ized  by 
both th e  governm ent and the  public fo r  real o r  imagined political 
innuendo. Under such  close ministerial superv is ion , only th e  mildest 
criticism of the  governm ent was allowed so th a t  if any p a rtisan  
opinion was exp ressed , i t  was mostly Tory; however, th e  Whigs 
continued behind th e  scenes  to t r y  to have th e i r  s ay .217
Like th e i r  p red ecesso rs ,  Harley and St. John tr ied  to use th e ir  
C ourt p re ro g a tiv e  of bestowing management positions in th e  th e a t re s  
to  f u r th e r  th e ir  political aims. P e rhaps  ab o u t  Ju n e  1713, th ey  offered 
some theatrica l post, presum ably  th a t  of go v e rn o r  of D rury  Lane or 
of th e  Haymarket, to Richard Steele, one of th e  most ou tspoken  of the  
Whig p ropagand is ts ,  to  e i th e r  gain his loyalty  o r  a t  le a s t  to silence 
his criticism. Steele responded  in th e  fall by beginning  his 
jo u rn a lis t ic  a t ta ck s  on th e  m inistry , th e re b y  re fus ing  th e  b r ib e .210 
A nother example of how p a r ty  politics affec ted  th e  th e a t r e s  was th e  
m in is try 's  refusal to g r a n t  th e  r e q u e s t  of one of th e  leading Tory
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l i te ra ry  f igu res , Jonathan  Swift, to  ass ign  a p o s t  to an o th er  Whig 
d ram atis t,  Nicholas Rowe. Unlike Steele, Rowe was not a powerful 
political jo u rn a lis t ,  and Oxford and Bolingbroke saw no reason to  seek 
his su p p o r t .  Indeed, th e y  had banned his play Tamerlane, a 
dram atization of Whig political p rincip les , from th e  s tag e  in 1710, and 
would not allow perform ance of his new tra g e d y ,  Jane  Shore, until he 
removed a  passage  th a t  had offended Bolingbroke.219
However, i t  is  doubtfu l th a t  th e  Tory leadersh ip  actually  tr ied  
to compel p layw righ ts  to w rite  w orks a r t icu la t in g  p a rtisan  bias on 
c u r r e n t  issues . If  they  had, th e i r  su ccess  was limited. Even before 
th e  overwhelming Tory v ic to ry  in 1710, en thusiasm  fo r  th e  war had 
d isap p ea red  from th e  p layhouses, and a  dem onstration  had tak en  place 
a t  the  Haymarket ag a in s t  th e  Duke of Marlborough, bu t, as  Loftis 
no tes  "o therw ise  little  of a positive n a tu re  can be associated  with the  
p a r ty 's  program m e."220
Even though  lit t le  d ire c t  p re s s u re  to w rite  politically c o r re c t  
p lays may have  been applied by th e  m inisters, th e i r  in fluence  and 
censo ring  powers were fea red  and re sp ec ted  by th e  ac to r -m an ag ers  
of D rury Lane, so much so th a t  th ey  re fused  to  allow an epilogue to 
S usanna  C en tliv re 's  The Perplexed Lovers (1712) be spoken because  
i t  contained a complimentary re fe ren ce  to  Marlborough. So fa r  had 
th e  w inds of political opinion changed  th a t  th e  "w ar-tim e chauvinism 
a p p a re n t  in the  play, which severa l  y e a rs  before  would have been the  
m erest commonplace, had become c o n tro v e rs ia l ."221 Those cautious  men 
w ere Cibber, Wilks and Doggett, who had re tu rn e d  to D rury Lane from 
th e  Haymarket with th e i r  nominal p a r tn e r ,  Owen Swiney, a few months
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before  the  1711-12 season. Although we do not hear much about 
Swiney, o r  abou t William Collier who replaced him in 1712 as th e  
p a r tn e r  of the  ac to r-m anagers ,  Loftis cautions th a t  i t  is  im portan t to 
remember they  were th e re  and th a t  they  owed th e ir  highly 
rem unera tive  positions to  th e  Tory governm ent. Indeed, none of the  
m anagers of Drury Lane were in te re s te d  in making political s ta tem en ts  
s ince they  recognized th a t  th e i r  p recarious  te n u re  was d ep en d e n t  on 
th e  goodwill of th e  m inistry  while th e  p ro sp e r i ty  of th e  th e a t re  
depended  on th e i r  not offending e i th e r  political p a r ty .  Even though 
p ropaganda  plays were w ritten  and occasionally published , none saw 
the  l igh t on th e  Drury Lane s tage . Consequently , th e  no n -p a rt isan  
tro u p e  p ro sp e red  as  i t  en joyed  a monopoly of th e  legitimate drama in 
London d u r in g  th e  la s t  y e a rs  of Queen Anne's re ig n .222
The political d eb a te s  over th e  T rea ty  of U trech t th a t  s ta r te d  in 
1710 also affected th e  drama in th a t  th e  inco n g ru ity  between the  
trad itiona l m erchan t s te reo ty p e  and  social reality  was becoming 
a p p aren t .  While sym pathetic  p o r tray a ls  of m erchants  a re  almost non­
ex is ten t before 1710, in th e  second decade of th e  e ig h teen th  c en tu ry ,  
the  b e t te r  d ram atis ts  were beginning  to  c rea te  m erchan t c h a rac te rs  
th a t  reflected more realistically th e  a t t r ib u te s  and im portance of th a t  
c lass. Like society a t  large, they  began to d is t ingu ish  between 
businessm en and mere shopkeepe rs  in th e i r  plays. This was not an 
o v e rn ig h t  development, however, b u t  a g radua l p rocess  which, in 
C en tliv re 's  case  a t  least, Loftis assoc ia tes  with th e  Whig p ropaganda  
campaign. She had depended  on th e  old Restoration ca r ica tu re  of the  
m erchan t in h e r  ear ly  c a ree r  b u t  a f te r  1709, she  began modifying he r
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p o rtray a l  of th a t  c h a ra c te r  to coincide with h e r  own Whiggish views. 
Loftis a t t r ib u te s  C en tliv re 's  abandonm ent of Restoration s i tua tions  and 
c h a ra c te rs  to he r  own inc reased  m astery  of h e r  a r t  and th e  change 
in he r  implied social judgm en ts  to  th e  Whig p ropaganda  campaign of 
1710.223 Even in h e r  e a r l ie r  works, C en tliv re  had made th e  dis tinction 
between g re a t  m erchan ts  and mere t r a d e r s  and had dem onstra ted  her  
approval of in te rm arr iag e  between th e  "Quality" and th e  merchants. 
As in th e  case of h e r  colleagues, the  theme of m e rch an t-g en try  
r iva lry  began to dominate h e r  p lays .224
The drama was also undergo ing  c h an g es  th a n k s  to th e  dramatic 
reform movement begun around  the  tu rn  of th e  c en tu ry .  The two 
major th re a d s  of th e  movement were a moralistic one emanating from 
Jerem y Collier and an aes the tic  one leading to Alexander Pope.225 
Both co n tro v e rs ies  provoked an examination of th e  re la tionship  
between the  drama and contem porary  life: " 'L i te ra ry  fallacies'
in h e re n t  in the  Restoration trad it ion  in comedy came u n d e r  sc ru tiny ; 
th e  rigid s e t  of social values in comedy, in h e r i ted  from the  early  
y e a r s  a f te r  1660, were seen to be a t  va r iance  with the  conditions of 
life ."226 Times had changed, and th e  amoral gaiety  of Restoration 
comedies no longer appealed to the  more he te rogeneous  aud iences  th a t  
inc luded  a c lass  of people not d isposed  to look kindly on a r is toc ra tic  
decadence. J u s t  as th e  landed  c lass  was beginning  to lose its  
prominence to th e  moneyed men, so too were th e  l a t t e r 's  more middle- 
c lass  values gaining preeminence in l i te ra tu re .  New members of the  
audience fo r both dram atic  and nondram atic  w orks were being blamed 
by neoclassic ists  like John Dennis and Alexander Pope fo r  what they
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saw as  a decline in th e  aes the tic  quality  of l i te ra tu re .  Many plays of 
th e  ea r ly  e ig h teen th  c e n tu ry  were in tended  as  rela tively  ser ious  
c r i t iq u es  of th e  s tage; a lot of dram atic  s a t i re  was d irec ted  a t  the  
s tag e  itse lf. The neoclassic is ts  deplored  w hat they  saw as a 
degenera tion  of the  drama due to th e  inan ities  of sen tim ent and the  
growing use  of spec tacle  which th ey  a t t r ib u te d  to th e  theatr ica l 
m anagers ' pandering  to "vu lgarized"  ta s te s  fo r p ro f i t .227 The th ird  
decade of th e  c e n tu ry  would see  a hos t of pamphlets, and Pope's 
Dunciad. as th e  re form ers  like Cibber and Steele would come to  
dominate th e  popular s tag e  with th e i r  sentimental comedies th a t  
ce leb ra ted  m iddle-class values.
The economic developm ents of th e  ear ly  e igh teen th  c e n tu ry  which 
affected  society and th e  drama also w ro u g h t changes  in th e  lives of 
Englishwomen. English fem inists a t  th e  tu r n  of the  c en tu ry  were still 
demanding b e t te r  education fo r women and k inder t rea tm en t from 
husbands; un fo r tuna te ly , the  s ta te  of female education was not much 
d if fe ren t  than  i t  had been a t  the  Restoration as women of e v e ry  ran k  
were actively  d iscouraged  from learn ing , b u t  male a t t i tu d e s  toward 
" the  fa i r e r  sex" were slowly changing . In the  new economy, men were 
working in an environm ent divorced from th e ir  p r iv a te  lives, and 
th e re  was a new focus on marriage. Most middle-class women were 
being tra in ed  to believe th a t  motherhood was a param ount p r io r ity  so 
th e i r  lives became more isolated and p riva te .  Motherhood, in tu rn ,  
was reg a rd ed  with a new re sp ec t  th a t  helped o ffse t  " th e  lack of 
re sp ec t  and  sen se  of social u n p ro d u c tiv en ess  engen d e red  by women's 
exclusion from th e  m arketp lace .1,228 Middle-class women gained a
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un ique  iden ti ty  and  s ta tu s  from the  cu lt  of motherhood th a t  made up 
fo r  th e ir  absence  from th e  waged workplace. According to scho lar 
Moira Ferguson, "The d oc tr ine  of s e p a ra te  sp h e re s  had become a 
living rea lity  in e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  g e n d e r  reconstruc tion . Chastity  
and modesty became essen tia l female charac te r is t ic s ,  being without 
waged work was an acceptable  and even tua lly , fo r  some, a desirab le  
s ta tu s ." 229 The trad itiona l view of women as fickle, wanton, ambitious 
and sexually insatiab le  p re s e n t  in Restoration drama was beginning to 
be replaced by th e  image of women as  v ir tuous , domesticated, weak 
c re a tu re s  in need of protection whose delicate  consti tu tions  were too 
p u re  even fo r  fiction. No lo n g e r  was i t  socially o r  economically useful 
from the  s tan d p o in t  of th e  bourgeois  male to conside r women as  Eve- 
like te m p te rs .230
This new perception  of women was beginning  to find i ts  way into
l i te ra tu re  as w rite rs  of le ss  s ta tu r e  than  the  misogynous Pope and
Swift, who were f a s t  becoming a  minority in th e i r  view of females,
s ta r te d  exhibiting in th e i r  w orks markedly to le ran t, even re sp ec tfu l
a t t i tu d e s  toward women. Scholar John J. Richetti ou tlines th e  causes
of th is  tu rn a b o u t  and  th e  new role women assumed in l i te ra tu re :
The l i te ra ry  decline of th e  c o u r t  and i t s  l ibe r tine  e thos  
and th e  v ir tua l d isap p ea ran ce  of th e  cynical sexual 
realism of Restoration comedy a re  re la ted  fac ts . As 
power, economic and cu ltu ra l,  sh if ts  toward the  
commercial c lasses  and bourgeois  ideals  rep lace  
a r is toc ra tic  myths, l i te ra ry  developm ents such  as 
sentimental drama and domesticated romance o ccu r  in 
which women a re  opp o rtu n i t ie s  not fo r  moral revelation 
b u t  fo r  th e  rich  pathos implicit in th e i r  exploitation and 
almost inev itab ly  w retched  fa tes .  Quite often, th e  
romance and drama of th e  e a r ly  e ig h teen th  c en tu ry  l in g e r  
over th e  p ligh t of women in a male world, tr ick ed  and 
then  abandoned for following th e i r  na tura l tendenc ies  for 
passion and f ide lity .231
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These developm ents were j u s t  g e tt ing  u n d e r  way when Susanna  
C entliv re  was w riting ; th ey  would no t come to  fru ition  until la te r  in 
th e  c en tu ry .
Queen A nne 's  re ign  saw th e  f r u i t s  of th e  1688 Revolution a tta in  
full grow th in England 's  new consti tu tional monarchy, cap ita lis t  
economy and growing European dominance. Many a t t r ib u te s  of modern 
England were tak in g  root now such  as a  Cabinet system  and p a r ty  
politics. Land was no longer  th e  p reem inent investm en t and  only 
basis  of social s ta tu s .  Class b a r r ie r s  were becoming less  rigid as 
m erchan t families in te rm arr ied  with g e n try .  The trad itional ruling 
c lass  was losing prominence to  th e  up-and-com ing middle c lasses  who 
had been en riched  by th e  new political and economic s itua tion . With 
th e  growing in fluence  of th e  middle c lass came a change  in social 
values. A ris tocra tic  amorality was being su p e rsed ed  by th e  family- 
o rien ted  values of hard -w ork ing , G od-fearing c itizens fo r  whom 
m arriage was a sac red  in s ti tu tion  and re sp e c t  could be ea rn ed  w ithout 
a title . As always, th e  drama slowly b u t  su re ly  began to  re f lec t  
societal chan g es  in th e  f i r s t  decade and  a  half of th e  e ig h teen th  
cen tu ry .  Those dramatic t r e n d s  would con tinue  in th e  next re ign 
when sentimental drama would vanqu ish  th e  more objectionable 
elem ents of Restoration comedy.
George I (r. 1714-1727)
Historian Howard Robinson has w ritten  th a t  "The y e a r  1714 marks 
more t ru ly  than  most p rec ise  da tes  a point w here one period ended 
and  a n o th e r  began."  According to him, " I t  was the  f i r s t  time in a 
c e n tu ry  th a t  England counted  fo r  much in continental a ffa irs , and
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about the  f i r s t  time in th e  h is to ry  of th e  co u n try  when its  
in te r fe re n c e  in mainland concerns  was of param ount im portance ."232 
He o b serv es  th a t  England had been a t  w ar fo r  most of th e  tw en ty -f iv e  
y ears  following th e  1688 Revolution b u t  th a t  th e  next q u a r t e r  c e n tu ry  
was "as peaceful as th e  p reced ing  c e n tu ry  was warlike. . . . The 
gains of th e  Revolution were given f u r th e r  secu rity ,  notable advances  
were made in parliam entary  power and p rac tice , wealth and s t r e n g th  
were recovered  a f te r  th e  long w ars ."233
This new e ra  was u sh ered  in by th e  a rr iv a l  of George I from 
Hanover, a g re a t  g randson  of James I who ascended  the  th ro n e  of 
England a f te r  Queen A nne 's  death  on A ugust 1, 1714, according  to the  
te rm s of th e  1701 Act of Settlement. The P ro te s tan t  succession, so 
d ea r  to th e  h e a r ts  of th e  Whigs, seemed to  have been achieved ju s t  
as  they  had regained  control of th e  governm ent. They had long 
courted  th e  favo r  of George and were rew arded  when he favored  a 
predominantly Whig m inistry u n d e r  Lord Townshend. An election in 
1715 also b u t t r e s se d  th e  Whigs' position when a majority of th a t  p a r ty  
was re tu rn e d  to  th e  Commons. Immediately, they  began impeaching 
leading Tories, some of whom were d r iven  by despera tion  to  join the  
Jacobites, who were hatch ing  a  rebellion designed  to p u t  James I I 's  
son (James Edward, th e  Old P re ten d e r)  on th e  throne.
Although conditions were favorable  fo r  a  revo lt—th e  new d y n as ty  
was not popu lar—th e  rebellion of 1715, o r  "The Fifteen" as i t  was 
called, came to naught. There  had been r io ts  and dem onstra tions fo r  
"James IU," so many, in fact, th a t  th e  Whigs fe lt  compelled to  pass  
th e  Riot Act, an im portan t constitu tional measure still in force
2 8 9
today .234 But, in th e  end, the  u p ris ing  failed when i ts  potential 
leaders , the  Duke of Ormonde and Viscount Bolingbroke, los t the ir  
n e rv e  and fled th e  co u n try  and  when Louis XIV died, depriv ing  the  
P re te n d e r  of his French su p p o rt .  When th e  Earl of Mar, who had 
been S e c re ta ry  of Scotland u n d e r  Anne, s ta r te d  a rebellion in the  
Scottish h ighlands  w ithout adequa te  plans o r resources , few 
Englishmen joined and  th e  revo lt was easily p u t  down.235 The 
P re te n d e r  re tu rn e d  to  the  Continent on F eb ru a ry  4, 1716. In both 
1718 and 1719, th e  Jacobites  would again a ttem pt to re s to re  the  
S tu a r t s  to the  th ro n e  th ro u g h  force  of arms with th e  same success  
they  had in 1715. A fter a n o th e r  failed plot in 1721, no more would be 
heard  from them until th e i r  ill-fa ted  campaign of 1745 th a t  would end 
once and fo r  all any  hopes of d es troy ing  th e  P ro te s tan t  succession.
One of th e  im portan t re su l ts  of "The Fifteen" was to es tab lish  a 
Whig ascendancy  in th e  governm ent th a t  would la s t  until George I l l 's  
re ign. They lo s t  no time in  ge tt in g  th e  la s t  of th e  Tories o u t  of the  
m inistry  by ta r r in g  them with th e  "Jacobite" b ru sh .  So complete was 
th e i r  vic tory , and so demoralized th e i r  foes, th a t  "Toryism in the  
generation  a f te r  1715" had d egene ra ted  in to  "a sentimental pose, a 
nostalg ia ."236 The rebellion of 1715 also had an im portan t e ffec t  on 
the  British consti tu tion  when th e  Whigs passed  th e  Septennial Act 
ex tend ing  the  life of Parliament from th re e  to seven  years .  I t  was 
designed  to give them fo u r  more y e a rs  in which to consolidate th e ir  
position, and i t  b ro u g h t  th e  Commons more power. In tended  as  a 
tem porary  measure, i t  remained th e  law until 1911.
Having sec u re d  th e i r  domination of th e  governm ent, th e  Whigs 
sp e n t  th e  next seven  y e a rs  q u a rre lin g  among them selves o v e r  several 
issues , the  most im portan t being foreign  policy. Townshend worried 
abou t Great B rita in 's  in te r e s t s  being sacrif iced  to advance  those  of 
Hanover while an o th e r  minister, James Stanhope, was not afra id  of 
committing th e  c o u n try 's  re so u rce s  to th e  se rv ice  of Germany. The 
situation in Europe was becoming u n s tab le  as th e  peace of U trech t 
had left d issa tis faction  in many q u a r te r s .  Acting on S tanhope 's
advice, George I made two alliances in 1716. U nder the  Treaty  of 
Westminster, Britain and  A ustria  ag reed  to  a s s is t  each o th e r  in the  
defense  of th e i r  existing possessions. Then a  t re a ty  with France 
provided  fo r  mutual help ag a in s t  th e i r  re sp ec tiv e  p re te n d e rs  ("James 
III" and Philip V}.237 Townshend opposed th is  la s t  measure, and his 
opposition cost him th e  lead e rsh ip  of th e  Cabinet. To p ro te s t  the  
policy, he and his b ro th e r- in - law , S ir  Robert Walpole, le f t  the  
governm ent and joined with George's heir, who would la te r  be George 
II and was heartily  d e tes ted  by his fa th e r ,  to form an effective  
opposition movement within th e  Whig p a r ty .  I t  also became clear a t  
th is  time th a t  th e  King was now d ep en d en t  on a Cabinet of th e  p a r ty  
in th e  majority in th e  Commons although  he still re ta ined  th e  r ig h t  to 
choose his m inisters  from among th e  lead e rs  of th a t  p a r ty .238 
Stanhope succeeded Townshend as  leading minister, a  position he held 
until 1721.
The chief th r e a t s  to Europe 's  s tab il i ty  came from Sweden and 
from Spain. The f i r s t  was met by a  naval a t ta ck  on Sweden, the  
second by th e  Q uadruple  Alliance. In 1717 Great Britain joined with
France  and Holland to form a Triple Alliance to e n su re  th e  s ta tu s  quo 
in Europe. When Spain a ttacked  A ustria  in Italy , th a t  co u n try  joined 
th e  o th e r  th re e  in 1718 to c rea te  th e  Q uadruple  Alliance. When Spain 
re fu sed  to  keep th e  peace, i t  was invaded  by land by F rance  while 
a British flee t d e s tro y ed  i ts  fleet in th e  M editerranean. Spain was 
forced  to  w ithdraw  from Italy  and to s e t t le  i ts  d iffe ren ces  a t a 
European co n g re ss  th a t  met in 1722. A y ea r  earlier , th e  w ar in th e  
no rth  had been concluded by a tre a ty .  S tanhope 's  foreign  policy had 
been successfu l in gaining the  Whigs’ ob jec t ives  of s ecu r in g  the  
tem porary  s tab ility  of th e  Hanoverian d y n a s ty  and  of p re se rv in g  the  
peace in Europe u n d e r  th e  conditions of the  U trech t t r e a ty .239
The Whigs may have been t r iu m p h an t in th e i r  management of the  
c o u n try 's  foreign  a ffa irs  b u t  in 1720 confidence in them was severe ly  
shaken  by th e  so-called South Sea Bubble. U nder the  te rm s of the  
T rea ty  of U trecht, a limited num ber of British s u b je c ts  were g ran ted  
th e  r ig h t  to  t r a d e  with S pain 's  American colonies, and th e  South Sea 
Company was o rgan ized  in 1711 to exploit th a t  t rade . In  1720, th e  
Company made a lu c ra t iv e  deal with th e  governm ent, and specu la tive  
mania hit England. The price  of th e  Company's s h a re s  rose  from 110 
to 1000 pounds. Many companies, mostly bogus, were formed and 
easily floated in a ttem p ts  to  duplica te  th e  Company's success . The 
inev itab le  c ra sh  came in th e  autumn of 1720. Most of th e  b us iness  
houses and in v e s to rs  were ru ined, so many, in fact, t h a t  th e  c ra sh  
took on the  p roportions  of a  national financial d isas te r .  Since the  
g overnm ent's  s u p p o r t  of the  Company had given th e  public 
confidence, and some members of th e  Cabinet had accep ted  b rib es
292
from it, public ind igna tion  was d irec ted  a t  th e  Whigs, whose political 
pow er was th re a te n e d .240
As a re su lt  of th e  c ra sh , th o se  Whigs associated  w ith th e  
Company w ere d isc red ited  and e ith e r  re s ig n ed  o r  d ied , while 
S tanhope, who was no t g u ilty , was so viciously  a tta ck ed  in th e  
in v estiga tion  th a t  he succum bed. E n te r S ir R obert Walpole, who had 
been made paym aste r genera l of th e  arm ed fo rces  in  1720 when h is 
opposition faction had been reconciled  to  th e  King. Walpole had no 
connection with th e  South  Sea Company and had a rep u ta tio n  fo r 
having a head fo r  f ig u re s . F urtherm ore , his skillfu l handling  of th e  
House of Commons saved  King George from d isg ra ce  when he and his 
m is tresses  w ere im plicated in th e  South  Sea d is a s te r  so th e  King was 
fo rced  to  g ive Walpole and Tow nshend a f r e e  hand in  th e  m in istry . 
S ir Robert, who took th e  o ffices of F irs t Lord of th e  T rea su ry  and 
C hancellor of th e  Exchequer, was la rg e ly  re sp o n sib le  fo r re s to r in g  th e  
national c red it, not to mention th a t  of th e  Whigs, by th e  financial 
m easures he adop ted . As a  re s u lt  of h is  e ffo r ts , he was made 
in d isp u ta b le  head of a reo rgan ized  C abinet, becoming Prime M inister 
in 1721, an office he held un til 1742.841
Thus, when S u san n a  C en tliv re  d ied in 1723, th e  c o u n try  was on 
th e  road to a long period of peace and  p ro sp e rity  u n d e r th e  
s tew ard sh ip  of Walpole. Her beloved Whigs w ere a t  th e  helm of th e  
sh ip  of S tate , and th e  P ro te s ta n t succession  seemed sec u re  when 
George I died in 1727 and h is son succeeded  him peacefully .
The accession of George I was th e  final s te p  in  th e  1688 
Revolution, e s tab lish in g  th e  p rin c ip le  th a t  th e  m onarch re ig n ed  by ac t
of Parliam ent. His re ign  also m arked a new e ra  in th e  w orking of th e  
B ritish  con stitu tio n . The King knew no English, his m in iste rs  no 
German, and not all of them could co n v erse  with him in French. 
C onsequently , around  1715, George s topped  going to C abinet m eetings 
since he c o u ld n 't u n d e rs tan d  w hat was being said  and re lied  in s tead  
on th e  re p o r ts  of h is  ad v iso rs . As a  re su lt, th e  m in istry  became 
much more in d e p en d e n t of th e  King. Lacking in te re s t  in domestic 
a ffa irs , he allowed many of his fu n c tio n s  to be perform ed by the  
leading  m inister, th u s  i t  was in his re ig n  th a t  th e  office of Prime 
M inister came in to  effec t, th e  f i r s t  being Walpole. This was a fu r th e r  
s tep  tow ard p a r ty  governm ent and co n stitu tiona l m onarchy. As was 
th e  realization th a t  any m in istry  depended  fo r i ts  su rv iv a l on keeping 
a m ajority  in th e  House of Commons, whose suprem acy re s ted  on i ts  
contro l of th e  p u rse . U nder Walpole, a new princip le  of C abinet 
governm ent evo lved—a o n e -p a rty , unified  m inistry  u n d e r th e  
le ad e rsh ip  of a sing le  man, a lthough  he recognized  th a t  his position 
as Prime M inister depended  on his ab ility  to  command a  m ajority  in 
th e  Commons. This developm ent was a m ajor s tep  tow ard th e  modern 
form of th e  C abinet and a dem onstration  of th e  fac t th a t  pow er was 
passing  from th e  monarch to  Parliam ent.242
However, while i t  may have app eared  a t  th e  time th a t  th e re  was 
a  m arked decline in m onarchical power in th e  re ig n s  of th e  f i r s t  two 
G eorges, s till th e  House of Hanover can be said  to  have m aintained its  
power rem arkably  well. U nder them, a  g re a te r  d eg ree  of political 
s tab ility  than  e ith e r  William o r  Anne had en joyed  was achieved by th e  
developm ent of a new system  of governm ent and th e  em ergence of a
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d iffe ren t p a tte rn  of politics. I t  had seemed in 1714 th a t  th e  
so v e re ig n 's  power had been cu rta iled  only  a t  th e  expense of political 
an a rch y , b u t by 1760 English governm ent would be th e  envy  of i ts  
European n e ig h b o rs .243
H istorian John B. Owen notes th a t  n e ith e r  George I, nor his 
su cc e sso r George II, w ere "m ere constitu tiona l fig u reh ead s" ; they  
exercised  real power. The so v ere ig n s  had to  be consu lted  not only 
on broad qu estio n s  of policy b u t also on all d e ta ils  of im portance. 
But occasionally political c ircum stances a ro se  which forced  them to 
yield. And both G eorges limited th e ir  own freedom  of action by 
recognizing  th a t  th e ir  own b e s t in te re s ts  w ere se rv ed  by keeping th e  
fav o r of th e  Whigs, a  belief bo lste red  by th e ir  unw illingness to 
nego tia te  with th e  T ories o r  anyone who had been connected  to  th e  
two P re te n d e rs .244
In th e  lives of o rd in a ry  c itizens, how ever, th e  cen tra l 
governm ent played little  p a r t  so national politics was not a 
predom inant concern  in  th e  con stitu en c ies. A lthough d iffe ren ces  of 
opinion still ex isted , in politics on both th e  national and local levels 
much of th e  tension  was gone.245 The e stab lish m en t of a limited 
m onarchy and th e  developm ent of a s tab le  form of mixed governm ent 
m eant th a t th e  re ig n s  of th e  f i r s t  two G eorges w ere not periods of 
p rofound political sp ecu la tio n .246 No d o u b t th e  reso u n d in g  v ic to ry  of 
th e  Whigs o v e r th e ir  foes, th e  Tories, co n trib u ted  to  th e  re la tiv e  
tra n q u ility  of early  Georgian politics.
This e ra  of peace was economically s ig n ific an t in allowing fo r an 
u n in te rru p te d  in te rn a l developm ent: "The island , rich  in itse lf,
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became r ic h e r by i ts  commerce. The monied in te re s ts  found an 
o p p o rtu n ity  such  as n ev e r before  was p re sen te d  fo r th e  expansion of 
tra d e  and in d u s try ." 247 Indeed , while land  rem ained an im portan t 
investm en t, and a g r ic u ltu re  was making a co nsiderab le  co n trib u tio n  to 
th e  n a tio n 's  economy, specu la tion  in  th e  s to ck  m arket became a 
national pastim e. The e stab lish m en t of th e  Bank of England in 1694 
m eant th a t  by 1715, England was reap ing  b en efits  in advance  of 
o th e rs . The ad v an tag eo u s tra d e  p rov isions in th e  T rea ty  of U trech t 
en co u raged  th e  sp read  of tra d e  as  well as  gave  some men th e  fa lse  
hope of quick p ro fits  w here none w ere to  be made. A deal between 
th e  governm ent and th e  South Sea Company was s tru c k  which 
culm inated in th e  specu la tion  mania th a t  b u rs t  th e  South Sea Bubble. 
U nder Walpole's aegis, th e  Company rem ained "a  so lv en t b u t sub d u ed  
concern ."  T rade  con tinued  to develop b u t with more rea lis tic  
expecta tions of th e  p ro fits  to  be e a rn e d .248
Ironically , j u s t  when enough political s tab ility  had been achieved 
to  fo s te r  E ngland 's  economic grow th, p a r ty  politics rea red  i ts  head in 
th e  th e a tre s . Seeing th e  way th e  wind blew a t G eorge's accession, 
th e  ac to r-m an ag ers  of D rury Lane (C ibber, Wilks and Booth) w ere 
qu ick  to  associate  th e ir  th e a tre  with th e  triu m p h an t Whigs and to  do 
th e ir  b e s t to  in s in u a te  th a t  th e ir  rival, L incoln 's Inn  Fields, which 
had opened la te  in 1714 a t  th e  "new" th e a tre  u n d e r John and 
C h ris to p h e r Mosier Rich, h a rb o red  Tory sym path ies. Indeed , th e re  
does seem to  be ev idence  th a t  a Whig, H anoverian c laque developed 
a t D rury Lane while a Tory (e ith e r  H anoverian o r Jacob ite) one 
em erged a t  L incoln 's Inn  Fields. C ertain ly , D rury  Lane a t th is  time
2 9 6
was o sten ta tio u sly  Whiggish and en joyed  more royal fav o r th an  th e  
Richs' th e a tre . For th e ir  p a rt, th e  d ram atis ts  a t  L incoln 's Inn Fields 
p ro te s ted  ag a in s t p a r ty  fee lings in th e  th e a tre , as well th ey  m ight.249 
However, th a t  was to be th e  p a tte rn  of th ea trica l competition 
th ro u g h o u t George I 's  re ign . During most of th is  time, D rury Lane, 
w ith i ts  b e tte r  m anagem ent and s tro n g e r  com pany of ac to rs , was more 
popular and p ro sp e ro u s  th an  i ts  opponent. C onsequently , th e  b e tte r  
p lays w ere mounted a t  D rury Lane.250
However, in  th e  early  and mid-1720s, th e  r iv a lry  betw een the  
th e a tre s  took on le ss  of a political tone as th e  m anagers became more 
in te re s te d  in try in g  to  outdo each o th e r in pantomime.251 The 
in c reasin g  ap p earan ce  of "n o n -ra tio n a l"  en te rta in m en ts  such  as 
pantomime in th e  dram a b ro u g h t a storm  of p ro te s t from c ritic s  of 
both political p a rtie s . Men like John Dennis accused th e  m anagers of 
th e  two th e a tre s  of pand erin g  to th e  ta s te  of th e ir  aud iences, which 
was low, w ithout making any e ffo r t to im prove it. The le ad e rs  of th e  
th e a tre s  may o r may not have ag reed  with th e  c ritic s  b u t th ey  fe lt 
them selves compelled by financial rea litie s  to con tinue  to p re se n t 
en te rta in m en ts  such  as  s ing ing , dancing , ju g g lin g  and  especially  
pantomime. C onsequently , we find  v igo rous appeals by many 
contem porary  th ea tric a l com m entators fo r th e  governm ent to maintain 
s t r ic te r  con tro ls  o v e r th e  th e a tre s  in th e  belief th a t  th e  qu a lity  of 
th e  dram a would im prove. The question  of governm ental superv ision  
had been ra ised  in  1715 when th e  ac to r-m an ag ers  of D rury  Lane and 
th e ir  new p a r tn e r , Richard Steele, w ere given a th ea trica l pa ten t, and 
th ey  began to o p e ra te  u n d e r th e  conviction th a t th e y  w ere not
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answ erab le  to th e  Lord Cham berlain and his su b o rd in a te s . This was 
not a problem until April 1717 when th e  Duke of Newcastle became 
Lord Cham berlain. He in s is ted  on his p re ro g a tiv e s  which p rec ip ita ted  
an ongoing d isp u te  w ith th e  m anagers of D rury  Lane, a t  one point 
re su ltin g  in S tee le 's  su spension  from his p o st fo r  n early  a y ear and 
a  half. This m easure was app lauded  by th o se  advoca ting  more 
governm ent su p erv isio n  of th e  th e a tre s .252 However, th e ir  joy was 
sh o rt- liv ed  as S teele  re tu rn e d  to  D rury Lane when R obert Walpole 
came to power in 1721. The governm ent was not inclined to meddle 
in th ea trica l a ffa irs  u n less  is su e s  of national politics w ere involved. 
Walpole saw no th ing  in th e  th e a tre s  th a t  o ffended  him, and  th e  Lord 
Cham berlain followed his policy of n o n -in te rv en tio n . T hus, d u rin g  
George I ’s  re ign , w hat reg u la to ry  m achinery th e  governm ent had was 
allowed to  fall in to  d is re p a ir .253
While th e  th e a tre  m anagers e levated  th e  "sen su a l"  (sound  and 
spec tacle ) o v er th e  "ra tiona l"  (appeals to th e  mind) as  th e ir  c ritic s  
ch arg ed , th e  dram a was beginning  to re fle c t more accu ra te ly  th e  
contem porary  social scene, a t  le a s t a t D rury  Lane w here th e  b e tte r  
d ram atis ts  w ere em ployed. V irtually gone was th e  R estoration
s te re o ty p e  of th e  m erchant as sym pathetic  dep ictions of him began to 
a p p ea r in such p lays as  C en tliv re 's  The W onder and A Bold S troke  fo r 
a Wife. The Whig d ram a tis ts  of D rury  Lane used  th e  s ta g e  to  a ir  
th e ir  social views, and th e  Whigs had trad itio n a lly  been associated  
with th e  monied in te re s ts . Sim ilarly, p lays con tain ing  th e  old
c a r ic a tu re  of th e  m erchan t and th e  stock  s itu a tio n  of h is cuckolding 
by a ga llan t w ere more a p t to be m ounted a t  L incoln 's Inn Fields
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which had a rep u ta tio n  fo r Tory sym path ies, th e  co n se rv a tiv e  p a rty  
of th e  landed  c la s se s .254 The most explic it expression  of Whig 
d o c trin e  in comedy was S tee le 's  The Conscious Lovers (1722), which 
provoked a  d eb a te  ab o u t l i te ra ry  th eo ry  in i ts  violation of th e  
neoclassical p rinc ip le  of k inds. I t  is  also  s ig n ifican t fo r  S tee le 's  
p o rtray a l of th e  m erchan t and his re la tio n sh ip  to  th e  g e n try . John 
Loftis d e sc rib e s  th e  d e p a r tu re  from trad itio n  re p re se n te d  by S tee le 's  
play:
By way of s a tire  as well as by th e  d ire c t s ta tem en ts  of 
norm ative c h a ra c te rs , S teele  in s is ts  on th e  hollowness of 
th e  g e n try 's  assum ption of su p e r io rity . The su b je c ts  of 
social s a t i re  in th e  play a re  no t cuckolded alderm an b u t 
family p roud  gentlefo lk . S teele  exploits th e  them e of 
social r iv a lry ; he in s is ts  on i t  th ro u g h  rep eated  allusions; 
y e t he does so with a re v e rsa l in satirical in te n t from
th a t  e v id en t in th e  p lays of C ongreve, V anbrugh, and
F a rq u h a r .255
S teele reveals  h is  Whig bias in  The Conscious Lovers in his 
valorization  of th e  b u sin ess  community and, while th e  m erchant 
s te re o ty p e  con tinued  to  appear, o th e r d ram a tis ts  both befo re  and 
a f te r  1722 dem onstrated  sim ilar sen tim en ts  in th e ir  comedies.
As th e  p lay w rig h ts ' anim osity tow ards th e  m erchant declined so, 
too, did th e ir  contem pt fo r co u n try  people. In his la s t two plays,
F a rq u h a r had d e p a rted  from R estoration trad itio n  by dep icting  life in
th e  co u n try  sym pathetically , and some la te r  d ram atis ts  followed his 
example. As early  as  1715, th e re  a re  ind ica tions of a change  in 
a ttitu d e  tow ard ru s tic ity  in comedy.256 Loftis sp ecu la tes  th a t  the  
sh if t  of locale and  sen tim en t from th e  City to  th e  co u n try  in th e  1720s 
had som ething to  do with th e  South Sea Bubble. T hat fiasco  had 
made a deep  im pression on th e  p layw righ ts . Since i t  was a financial
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d is a s te r  made possib le  by th e  re la tiv e  ascen d an cy  of th e  moneyed men
o v er th e  landed  c lass , i t  confirm ed th e  p re ju d ices  of th e
co n serv a tiv es. For th e ir  p a r t, th e  Whigs alw ays made a  d is tinc tion
betw een th e  m erchant, whose role was considered  co n stru c tiv e , and
th e  "s to ck jo b b e rs"  (sp ecu la to rs ), whose was viewed as p a ra s itica l.257
However, w rite rs  of both p a rtie s  pilloried th e  s to ck jo b b e rs  in sa tirica l
c a r ic a tu re s  and num erous allusions to  th e  specu lation  th ey  prom oted
in each decade before  and a f te r  th e  Bubble b u r s t .258 While th e  South
Sea debacle se rv ed  to  re in fo rce  th e  d is t r u s t  of th e  b u s in ess
community among th e  co n se rv a tiv e  d ram atis ts , Loftis s u g g e s ts  i t  had
an o th er, p e rh ap s  more im portan t, e ffec t on comedy:
Disillusionm ent in speculation  u n d e rs tan d a b ly  tu rn e d  some 
m en's a tten tio n  back to th e  c o u n try , ju s t  a s  th e  d isa s te r  
of th e  Bubble made in vestm en t in land , as opposed to  
in v estm en t in s tocks, more a ttra c tiv e . I t  is  th e re fo re  
p lausib le  th a t  th e  Bubble d is a s te r  co n trib u ted  to  th e  
sh if t of l i te ra ry  in te re s t  from London to  th e  co u n try  th a t  
beg ins to  be a p p a re n t in  th e  1720's and becomes m arked 
in th e  1740's.259
W hether th e  Bubble was resp o n sib le  o r  not, d ram a tis ts  began se ttin g  
more comedies in th e  co u n try  and showing s ig n s  of a p re fe ren ce  fo r 
ru s tic  life  o v e r th a t  of th e  c ity . A lthough many comic w rite rs  
continued  to use  th e  sa tir ica l s te re o ty p e s  of c o u n try  c h a ra c te rs , th e  
tre n d  tow ards re v e rs in g  th e  R estoration contem pt fo r all th in g s  
bucolic had begun.
T here  was also a  rev e rsa l in th e  volume of fem inist w riting . 
A fter an o u tp o u rin g  of fem inist w orks in th e  f i r s t  decade  o r  so of th e  
e ig h teen th  cen tu ry , th e re  was a back lash  in which even women 
considered  exceptional w ere m arginalized and rid icu led . This 
d iscouraged  o th e r  women from m ounting opposition to  o r  su g g es tin g
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reform s fo r  women's seco n d -c la ss  s ta tu s  a lthough  th e re  was a growing 
body of w ork by female a u th o rs  th a t  ce leb ra ted  female fr ien d sh ip ; 
some, like  S usanna  C entlivre , w ere c re a tin g  s tro n g  h e ro in e s .260
However, even  if  th ey  no lo n g e r w ro te  fem in ist t r a c ts ,  women did 
form a su b s ta n tia l m inority  of th e  w rite rs  in th e  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry . 
At a time when occupations trad itio n a lly  considered  fem inine were 
being taken  o v e r by men, w riting  fo r publication , especially  fiction, 
became a grow th  in d u s try  fo r  women. T here  was an explosion of 
female w riting  and a female demand fo r  i t  d u rin g  th e  e ig h teen th  
c e n tu ry  caused  by th e  em ergence of a ru d im en ta ry  education  fo r 
women who, b a rre d  from economic ac tiv ity , had more le isu re .261 
Women like  A phra Behn and S u sanna  C en tliv re  had made names fo r 
them selves in th e  dram a b u t th e  g ro u p  of women p lay w rig h ts  in th e  
R estoration and  th e  ea rly  e ig h teen th  c e n tu ry  decreased  as  th e  
c e n tu ry  advanced , and  fiction became women's g en re  of choice. 
Indeed , as sch o la r J a n e t Todd has w ritten , "Mostly women w rote 
fiction, reg a rd ed  as a  le s se r  g en re  and th e re fo re  su itab le  fo r th e  
second sex. In  th e  novel th ey  could w rite  in th e  fam iliar s ty le  
p e rfec ted  in inform al le t te r s  and use  th e ir  own experience  and 
consciousness as m ateria l."262 A new g en re , th e  novel o ffered  more 
possib ilities  fo r  women as  i t  did not re q u ire  classical tra in in g , which 
was denied to them, and , a s  a new g en re , i t  was le ss  re s tr ic tiv e . 
Thus, th e  novel became th e  p rim ary  v enue  th ro u g h  which women 
examined them selves and  th e ir  lives and defined  them selves as  women. 
F urtherm ore , th e se  female w rite rs  " tu rn e d  th e  novel tow ard  a new 
pu rp o se . They c rea ted , p e rh a p s  unknow ingly , a  new em phasis in  a rt,
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based  on th e  developing  in te re s t  in ind iv idual experience  (in n e r and 
o u te r), y e t focussed  on th e  fo rces  of a  social milieu."*63 Women’s 
in cu rs io n  in to  th e  public  sp h e re  of publication , fo r so long a wholly 
male p re se rv e , con tinued  in to  th e  e ig h teen th  c en tu ry , then , b u t took 
a new d irec tion , moving from dram a in to  th e  novel.
Summary
So, England u n d e rw en t rev o lu tio n ary  ch an g es  between th e  time 
R estoration p lay w rig h t A phra Behn w rote h er Cavalier comedies and 
S usanna  C en tliv re 's  death  in 1723. In th a t  period, th e  nation saw th e  
fall of one d y n asty  and th e  estab lishm en t of an o th er. The d iv ine 
r ig h t  of kings was su ccessfu lly  challenged; th e  Revolution of 1688 
sowed th e  seed s  of th e  modern form of English governm ent. War also 
affected  th e  evolution of constitu tiona l m onarchy, helping to 
s tre n g th e n  th e  pow er of Parliam ent, and ev en tu a lly  th e  developm ent 
of p a r ty  politics when th e  d eb a tes  o v e r th e  T reaty  of U trech t c learly  
d iffe ren tia ted  Tory and Whig from each o th e r. The in c reasin g  pow er 
of th e  House of Commons and th e  dependence  of Anne and George on 
th e ir  m in isters led to  th e  C abinet system  which w ent a long way 
tow ard i ts  modern form u n d e r Walpole. The co nduct of foreign  policy 
made England fo r alm ost th e  f i r s t  time an im portan t fo rce  in European 
a ffa irs  and s ta r te d  th e  c o u n try  on th e  road to  two h u n d red  y e a rs  of 
European dominance.
Economically, England p ro sp e red  as well. The ad v en t of 
commercialized farm ing and new a g ric u ltu ra l tech n iq u es  finally  freed  
England from th e  th re a t  of famine in addition to boosting a g r ic u ltu re 's  
con trib u tio n  to th e  economy. The War of th e  Spanish  Succession not
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only confirm ed E ngland’s  im portance in C ontinental a ffa irs  b u t 
trem endously  im proved i ts  t ra d e  u n d e r th e  p rov isions of th e  T rea ty  
of U trech t. T rade  and in d u s try  began to become im portan t fa c to rs  in 
th e  economy, alm ost eclipsing  th e  more trad itio n a l ones. England was 
developing a cap ita lis t economy as  tra d e  grew , and specu la tion  in 
s to ck s  became more common.
As th e  b u s in ess  community became more im p o rtan t to  th e  n a tio n 's  
p ro sp e rity , social re la tio n s  began to  change. M iddle-class m erchants 
grow ing w ealthy on tra d e  and in d u s try  s ta r te d  to  challenge the  
monopoly of power w ielded by th e  landed  c lasses . The changing  
political and economic s itua tion  saw f re q u e n t in te rm arriag e  betw een 
rich  m erchan t families and th ose  of th e  le ss  a fflu en t g e n try  so  th a t  
c lass  b a r r ie rs  began to  b lu r. Eventually , th e  a r is to c ra tic  c lass  would 
d iffe ren tia te  betw een w ealthy businessm en and m ere sh o p k eep ers , 
especially  when some nobility  became fin an c ie rs  them selves. Economic 
conditions benefited  all th e  c lasses  to some ex ten t b u t th e  gap 
betw een w ell-to -do  and p o v e rty -s tr ic k e n  w idened as  a kind of 
p ro le ta ria t em erged.
A lthough i t  was v e ry  slow to  resp o n d , ev en tu a lly  th e  dram a 
s ta r te d  to  re fle c t societal changes in i ts  p o rtray a l of c e rta in  
c h a ra c te rs  like  th e  m erchan t and th e  moral va lues i t  dep icted . P a rt 
of th e  reason fo r th is  was how th e  aud iences changed  from  a 
hom ogeneous C ourt p a r ty  d u rin g  th e  R estoration to th e  more 
he terogeneous one of C en tliv re 's  time when newly a fflu en t m iddle-class 
people began to  p e n e tra te  th e  th e a tre s , a s  indeed  th ey  did all th e  
a ris to c ra tic  p re se rv e s . Exploiting th e  ta s te s  of th is  new aud ience  fo r
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"n o n -ra tio n a l"  en te rta in m en ts , th e  th ea tric a l m anagers p rec ip ita ted  a 
movement fo r dram atic reform  among neo-classical co n se rv a tiv e s  who 
deplored  w hat th ey  considered  m indless tra s h . Governm ental 
su p erv is io n  of th e  s ta g e  exercised  a t  tim es of political u n re s t  was 
allowed to  lapse  u n d e r  Walpole.
While th e  lib e r tie s  of Englishm en w ere being expanded and 
secu red  with P arliam ent's  ascendancy , Englishwomen rem ained a t  th e  
m ercy of h u sb an d s  and fa th e rs . A lthough many women d is tin g u ish ed  
them selves by in te llec tual achievem ents and p roduced  logical, 
p e rsu as iv e  fem inist tra c ts ,  th e  trad itio n a l system  of se p a ra te  sp h e re s  
con tinued  to hold sway w ith women re leg a ted  to  home and  h earth . 
Despite su ccessfu l women like Behn and C entlivre, as economic 
conditions im proved a r is to c ra tic  and w ealthy m iddle-class women w ere 
b a rre d  from economic ac tiv ity  and in d o c trin a ted  with th e  belief th a t  
m arriage and m otherhood w ere th e  only p ro d u c tiv e  occupations fo r 
women. The image of women in l i te ra tu re  as  E ve-like s ire n s  was 
being su p e rse d ed  by th e  economically and socially ex p ed ien t one of 
them as  sa in tly  b u t fra il "p ro p e rty - in -n e e d -o f-p ro te c tio n ."  
D iscouraged by th e  contem ptuous backlash  ag a in s t fem inist w riting , 
female a u th o rs  tu rn e d  in s tead  to th e  novel, a le ss  public  g e n re  th an  
drama, as a means of examining th e ir  situa tion  and ex p ress in g  
them selves.
Knowing th e  con tex t in which tex t is  g en e ra ted  c la rifie s  th e  
co n ten t and e n rich es  o u r u n d e rs tan d in g . Having in v e s tig a te d  th e  
b iog raph ies of Behn and C entlivre and th e  cu ltu ra l conditions u n d e r
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which th ey  w rote, we can now draw  some conclusions which will be 
th e  focus of th e  final c h ap te r.
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CHAPTER VI 
CONCLUSION: "HERSTORY"
As th e  p reced ing  c h a p te rs  have made clear, w h a tev er England 
was fo r ho rses, i t  was ce r ta in ly  no "p a rad ise  fo r women." During 
th e ir  lifetim es, both A phra Behn and S usanna  C entlivre  w ere compelled 
to ba ttle  a  millenia-old m isogynistic view of women th a t assigned  them 
an in fe rio r  and su b o rd in a te  role in an o p p re ss iv e  p a tria rch y . Forced 
by c ircum stances to  w rite  fo r a  liv ing , both women tre sp a sse d  in to  
th e  "public  sp h e re "  sac red  to males and  w ere h a rsh ly  p e rsecu ted  fo r 
it, all th e  more fo r being su ccessfu l on male term s. Not only did 
th e se  p ioneers, and  th e ir  l i te ra ry  s is te r s ,  b reak  new ground  fo r 
women b u t they  also le ft us a d is tin c tly  female percep tion  of th e ir  
tim es in th e ir  w orks. W hatever political and ideological d iffe ren ces  
ex isted  between Behn and C entlivre, both sh ared  a g e n d e r in a world 
w here  th a t la rg e ly  determ ined  an in d iv id u a l's  d estin y . C onsequently , 
a lthough  th e  p lay w rig h ts  used th e  same them es and comic conventions 
as th e ir  male colleagues, th ey  did so w ith a d iffe re n t p e rsp ec tiv e  and 
aim in mind. As members of th e  " in fe rio r"  half of th e  human race, 
Behn and C entliv re  w ere more se n s itiv e  to  g en d er s te reo ty p in g  and 
th e  oppression  of women than  th e ir  p riv ileged  fellows s in ce  th ey  had 
f ir s t-h a n d  experience  of them. They v igorously  re s is te d  both and 
c rea ted  fictional w orlds th a t  a re  su b tly  d iffe re n t from th o se  of th e ir  
male p eers . T heir p lays re flec t th e  fa c t th a t  social, political and 
economic e v en ts  in th e  "rea l"  world a ffec ted  them in ways qu ite  
d iffe re n t from th o se  experienced  by th e  male population.
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One of th e  most obvious and p ro found  in fluences on th e  women 
d ram a tis ts  was th e ir  lack  of c lassical tra in in g  and u n iv e rs ity  
education . Both w ere la rg e ly  se lf-ed u ca ted , and th is  determ ined to 
a g re a t d e g re e  th e  g e n re s  th ey  fav o red  and th e ir  in d iffe ren ce  to 
neoclassical p rinc ip les . N either was p ro fic ien t in tra g e d y , excelling 
in s tead  in such  h y b rid  form s as in tr ig u e  comedy blended with the  
in g re d ie n ts  of th e  comedy of m anners. While both women w ere aw are 
of neoclassical p rin c ip les , th ey  re jec ted  them  in fa v o r of so-called 
"n a tu ra l"  w riting , a kind no t bound by a rb itra ry  ru les , especially  
since  i t  seemed to  appeal to  th e  aud iences th ey  depended  on to 
su rv iv e .
T heir g e n d e r also determ ined  how th ey  tre a te d  th e  c en tra l theme 
of th e ir  w orks. While th e  male d ram a tis ts  of th e  la te  sev en teen th  and 
ea rly  e ig h teen th  c e n tu r ie s  paid lip -se rv ic e  to  th e  d isa s tro u s  e ffec ts  
of forced  m arriage fo r  p ro fit, th ey  did not serio u sly  question  th e  
in s titu tio n  its e lf  nor th e  p rin c ip les  u n d erly in g  it. As p a r t of the  
segm ent of th e  population most victim ized by th e  system , Behn and 
C entliv re  tu rn e d  a comic convention in to  a c ru sad e . T heir p lays were 
veh icles of p ro te s t which so u g h t no t only to  e n te r ta in  b u t also to 
p e rsu ad e . Thus, th e ir  w orks have a  d idactic  elem ent not in h e re n t in 
th o se  of th e ir  male colleagues who la rg e ly  benefited  from th e  s ta tu s  
quo . This also accoun ts  fo r  th e  p reoccupation  with re lig ious and 
political e v en ts  in th e  canons of both women. While l i te ra ry  men were 
ce rta in ly  not s ile n t ab o u t th e  tu rb u le n t  e v e n ts  of th e ir  day, most of 
th e  male d ram atis ts  co n ten ted  them selves w ith sa tiriz in g  th e ir  foes as 
an im plicit form of criticism . Behn and C entliv re  rep ea ted ly  took th is
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one s tep  fu r th e r , explicitly  p ro se ly tiz in g  fo r  th e ir  faction . T heir 
em phasis on p lays as  p ro p ag an d a  was born  of each woman's fond 
belief th a t  if h e r  p a rty  could gain con tro l of th e  sh ip  of S ta te , women 
would a t  la s t  receive  some ju s tic e .
But while A phra and S u san n a  sh a red  c h a ra c te r is tic s  th a t  define  
a uniquely  female percep tion  of th e  period , th ey  d iffe r p rofound ly  in 
th e ir  accep tance  o r re jec tio n  of c e rta in  con tem porary  values. Behn 
boldly claimed th a t women could w rite  as well as  men while C entliv re  
co n sis ten tly  acknow ledged male su p e r io r ity . Both women ob jec ted  to 
th e  misogynism which was th e  basis  fo r  th e  u n fa ir  op p ressio n  of th e ir  
sex, b u t while Behn claimed equal sexual r ig h ts  fo r women, C entliv re  
sim ply asked  fo r b e tte r  trea tm en t of women w ithin m arriage. They 
each focussed  on th e  a rra n g ed -m arria g e  system  as th e  most obvious 
and in s id ious in s tru m e n t fo r th e  su b o rd in a tio n  of women b u t o ffered  
su b s ta n tia lly  d iffe re n t so lu tions. T hus, while both p lay w rig h ts  
specialized in in tr ig u e  comedy, w hose em phasis on love, sex and 
m arriage make i t  an excellen t vehicle fo r c ritiq u in g  g en d er 
s te reo ty p in g  and th e  p lig h t of women, th e ir  w orks d iffe r in  severa l 
m ajor a re a s  inc lud ing  them es and conventions, g e n d e r co n stru c tio n , 
p o rtray a l of th e  same c h a ra c te r  ty p e s , and m orality.
The p ro fit motive in m arriage is  a prom inent theme in th e  plays 
of both  women b u t Behn t r e a ts  i t  much more am biguously. While her 
ra k e -h e ro e s  p ro fess  to  valorize t ru e  love o v e r a union based  on 
economic considera tions, th ey  not only accep t money from lo v e rs  b u t 
also wed with an eye to  th e  main chance. The em phasis is  on 
seduc tion  in B ehn 's com edies as th e  male p ro ta g o n is ts  seek  to  sa tis fy
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th e ir  sexual ap p e tite s  w ithout committing them selves— u n less th e  p rice  
is  high enough. In c o n tra s t, many of C en tliv re 's  heroes a re  
s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  abou t th e ir  golddigging  as th ey  sham elessly  p u rsu e  
w eatlthy  w ives. The lad ies  them selves in s is t  on ob ta in ing  th e  
"W ritings" which will g ive them contro l of th e ir  fo r tu n e s  so th e  focus 
of th e  dram atic  action sh if ts  from seduction  to c ircum venting  a 
"blocking fig u re"  in o rd e r  fo r a couple to  be honorab ly  (and 
p ro fitab ly ) wed.
A nother im p o rtan t them atic d iffe ren ce  ex ists  betw een th e  two 
canons. While both women a rg u ed  th a t  fem ales should  have th e  r ig h t 
to make th e  most im portan t decision in th e ir  lives, th e ir  choice of 
hu sb an d , Behn w ent one s tep  fu r th e r  and pleaded fo r  equal sexual 
r ig h ts . She a b h o rred  th e  double s ta n d a rd  of h e r  day  which allowed 
men unlim ited sexual freedom  while condem ning th e ir  w ives and 
m is tre sses  to fo rced  c h as tity . C en tliv re  ra re ly  calls a tten tio n  to  th e  
sexual double s ta n d a rd  and certa in ly  did not advocate  sexual equality  
fo r women. R ather, sh e  upholds th e  so v ere ig n ty  of m arriage fo r 
w h a tev er reason and  focussed  h e r e n e rg y  on pleading fo r  more r ig h ts  
fo r  women w ithin m arriage.
Many of th o se  m arried women have been im prisoned by jealous 
h u sb an d s  a t  th e  beg inn ing  of C en tliv re 's  p lays, and a  su b p lo t usually  
deals w ith th e  w ife 's schem ing not to  cuckold h e r husb an d  b u t to 
convince him to  t r u s t  h e r and allow h e r more lib e rty . This scenario  
not only re in fo rces  C en tliv re 's  a rgum en ts  fo r  m arital eq u a lity  b u t can 
also be seen  as  a  political fable. Like C entlivre, Behn made h e r 
politics an in te g ra l p a r t  of th e  s t ru c tu re  of h e r  p lays b u t from th e
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o th e r s ide  of th e  political fence. However, th e  them e of L iberty  is  
much more p rom inent in S u sa n n a 's  w orks which a re  designed  to  
il lu s tra te  h e r belief th a t  a ty ran n ica l m onarch could and should  be 
deposed  by his o r  h e r su b je c ts . Her p lays a re  more d idactic  in  th is  
re g a rd  th an  B ehn's; th e  la t te r  co n sid e rs  th e  d iv ine  r ig h t of k ings a 
g iven  and co n ten ts  h e rse lf  w ith defaming th o se  who would t r y  to 
th re a te n  it . F urtherm ore , while p leas fo r women's eq u ality  tak e  
c e n te rs ta g e  in A phra 's  canon, C entliv re  co n fla tes  th e  is su e  of ju s t  
trea tm en t fo r h e r sex  with th e  more in c lu sive  one of a s u b je c t 's  
r ig h ts  in a  m onarchy.
Also, B ehn 's tre a tm e n t of religion is  much more am biguous than  
th a t  of C entliv re  who exp lic itly  lin k s  political l ib e r ty  with re lig ious 
loyalty  to P ro testan tism . F u r th e r , Behn does not tie  m orality to 
religion. An ac t of love betw een two consen ting  ad u lts  need not have 
th e  sanction  of th e  C hurch , sh e  believed, and  s in ce  a forced  m arriage 
was no m arriage a t  all, th en  a d u lte ry  w a sn 't a sin . Indeed , th e  
C hurch its e lf  is  im plicated in th e  " p ro s titu tio n "  of women with i ts  
validation of fo rced  m arriage  fo r money. For C entlivre, however, 
religion is  a moral abso lu te , and m arriage is  sac red , fo rced  or 
o therw ise.
In d iffe ren ce  to  relig ion and sco rn  fo r trad itio n a l v a lu es  w ere 
ch a ra c te r is tic  of th e  a ris to c rac y  in B ehn's time, c h a ra c te r is tic s  sh e  
sa tirized  b u t did not fundam entally  challenge. While h e r ea r ly  p lays 
w ere somewhat in  th e  same vein, C en tliv re  soon adop ted  a  much 
d iffe re n t them e. In most of h e r  b e s t w orks, sh e  began to  co n cen tra te  
on dem onstra ting  h e r  belief th a t  in n a te  v ir tu e  in a man is  more
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im portan t than  an em pty title . Like Behn, sh e  sa tir iz e s  th e  
a ris to c racy  b u t becomes p ro g ress iv e ly  more iron ic  in h e r  tre a tm en t of 
them, ultim ately re je c tin g  th e ir  d ecad en t values in fa v o r of a m iddle- 
c lass  moral agenda. F urtherm ore , while Behn confines h e r moralizing 
to d ecry ing  fools who would pass  fo r  th e ir  su p e rio rs , C entliv re  makes 
moralizing a m ajor them e and a tta c k s  w hat those not of "Q uality" 
would co n sid er t ru e  vice, such  as ad u lte ry .
C en tliv re 's  m oralizing also re s u lts  in d iffe ren ces  betw een h e r 
g e n d e r co n stru c tio n  of p ro tag o n is ts  and B ehn's. T here  is  a  sh a rp  
d is tin c tio n  betw een B ehn's fa ith fu l male lo v e rs  who re sp e c t women and 
m arriage and h e r  h e ro -ra k e s  who value n e ith e r, b u t C en tliv re 's  
lib e r tin e s  re sp e c t v ir tu o u s  women and  acqu iesce  to  m arriage q u ick e r 
than  B ehn's do. While both p lay w rig h ts  use so ld ie rs  as heroes, 
C entliv re  uses more, who ac t as  m outhpieces fo r  h e r views on 
patrio tism  and func tion  as exem plars of th e  su p e r io r ity  of in n a te  
v ir tu e  over an em pty title . Thus, C en tliv re 's  so ld ie rs  s e rv e  as moral 
paradigm s, lend ing  a d idactic  te n o r to h e r w orks, a te n o r  re in fo rced  
by h e r male p ro ta g o n is ts ' trep id a tio n  abou t using  u n d erh an d ed  
tac tics .
Similarly, A p h ra 's  hero ines en joy  m atching w its w ith men and 
play th e  "love game" accord ing  to  male ru les , some even  ap p ro p ria tin g  
male sexual p re ro g a tiv e s . When m asquerad ing  as men, th ey  su b sc rib e  
to male values such  as defending  th e ir  honor w ith violence. In 
c o n tra s t, C en tliv re 's  female p ro tag o n is ts  r e g re t  having to p rac tice  
d ece it and a re  much more conventionally  "fem inine," few d re ss in g  as 
men o r re so rtin g  to  violence. And none a sp ire s  to th e  same sexual
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priv ileges  as th e i r  lovers . Furtherm ore , some of Behn's women commit 
sexual "sins"  with impunity, and all r e s i s t  subord ina tion  to men, while 
honor and ch as t i ty  a re  moral abso lu tes  fo r  C entlivre 's  hero ines  who 
f req u e n tly  re fe r  to  a h u sb a n d 's  r ig h t  to m astery  o v e r  his wife.
Considering th e  p leasu re  both sexes take  in th e  love chase  in 
which all is  fa ir  and any th ing  goes, i t  is  not su rp r is in g  th a t  the  
re la tionsh ip  between th e  sexes in Behn's  canon is ta in ted  with 
hostility  and d is t ru s t .  Indeed, th e  d eg ree  of alienation between males 
and females is much more pronounced in th e  works of th e  Restoration 
p layw righ t than in th a t  of h e r  successo r.  The "u n p leasan tn ess"  of 
m arriage is taken  fo r  g ra n te d  in Behn 's  comedies until th e  ra k e 's  
f in a l-ac t  conversion, b u t  in C entliv re 's  works, we g e t  deba tes  about 
the  benefits  of matrimony, and th e  plays usually  end with paeans  to 
wedlock and wives. The success  of a union is  the  responsib il ity  of 
th e  wife, Centlivre a s s e r ts ,  b u t  Behn envisions marriage as a 
p a r tn e rs h ip  in which husband  and wife s h a re  th e  same r ig h ts  as  well 
as the  responsib il ity  fo r  i ts  success.
Behn's preoccupation with sa tir iz ing  th e  socially in e p t  and 
C entliv re 's  emphasis on morality re su l t  in d iffe rences  between th e ir  
t rea tm en t of th e  sexes, as  well as  th e  p layw righ ts ' po rtraya l of th e  
same c h a ra c te r  types . While both women use  fops as foils to h igh ligh t 
th e  courage  and re so u rce fu ln ess  of th e  hero, th e se  f ig u res  a re  much 
more im portan t in Behn's comedies. She is  a t  pains to  emphasize th e  
w itlessness  of such  c h a ra c te rs  in c o n tra s t  to C en tliv re 's  more 
sym pathetic  trea tm en t since lack of wit to  h e r  was not as damning as 
a lack of democratic principles . The abundance  of fops in Behn's
3 2 3
canon u n d e rsco re s  h e r  thematic concern  with social s a t i re  v e rsu s  
C entliv re 's  o v e rr id in g  in te r e s t  in moralizing abou t L iberty  and 
Loyalty.
C entlivre 's  preoccupation with political persuas ion  is also ev iden t 
in h e r  handling of such  "blocking f ig u re s "  as  th e  f a th e r  o r  guard ian  
and th e  aged husband . Her paren tal c h a ra c te r s  a re  more monstrous 
in th e ir  t rea tm en t of th e  p ro tag o n is ts  and much more prom inent than  
Behn's more benevolen t despots , no d o u b t  du e  to  th e  sh if t  in 
emphasis from seduction  to the  p u rs u i t  of a  wealthy wife. Conversely, 
while Behn mercilessly c a r ica tu re s  h e r  avaric ious  and lecherous  old 
hu sb an d s  who a re  always cuckolded, Centlivre  pa in ts  a more 
sym pathetic  p ic tu re .
Significantly, many of Behn's old villains a re  wealthy and 
lecherous  m erchants  with Parliamentarian and d issen ting  sym path ies  
who have acqu ired  fo r tu n e s  th ro u g h  d ish o n es t  means. To th e  
Restoration playw right, the  m erchant and th e  "citizen" a re  one—both 
a re  treasonous, sanctimonious and hypocritical social-climbers. She 
sa tir izes  them unmercifully, making them th e  b u t t  of all th e  comic 
action. C entliv re 's  ea r ly  p lays utilized th e  same s te reo ty p e ,  b u t  as 
h e r  c a ree r  p ro g ressed ,  she  began to  draw  a much more balanced 
p ic tu re  of the  m erchant, whom she  began to  p o r tray  as an honest, 
hard -w ork ing  businessm an, qu ite  d is t in c t  from a mere sh o p k eep e r  or 
"citizen."
C entliv re 's  m iddle-class e thos is  also a p p a re n t  in h e r  p o r tra i t s  
of fashionable ladies. Centlivre questioned  a r is to c ra t ic  va lues th a t  
Behn satirized  b u t  accepted . Thus, A phra drew satir ical p o r t ra i t s  of
3 2 4
loveless  m arriages of convenience in which spouses  tu rn e d  a blind eye 
to each o th e r 's  infidelities. However, sh e  rew arded  h e r  ad u lte ro u s  
ladies  with lovers, p e rh ap s  because  sh e  blamed the  fo rced -m arriage  
system  fo r  compelling women to seek  satisfac tion  ou ts ide  an 
unfulfilling union. In co n tra s t ,  Centlivre  emphasizes th e  van ity  and 
f l i r ta t ious  ness  of h e r  coquettes  who a re  invariab ly  pun ished  fo r  th e ir  
immodesty in chasing  men. The two p layw righ ts  used th e  same 
c h a ra c te r  b u t  fo r  d if fe ren t  pu rposes. The ad u lte ro u s  trav a ils  of 
Behn's ladies of fashion a re  an indic tm ent of th e  a rran g ed -m arr ia g e  
system  while th e  v ir tue , en forced  o r  o therw ise , of C en tliv re 's  heroines 
make them exemplars of th e  moral abso lu teness  of modesty and 
chas ti ty .
C en tliv re 's  emphasis  on morality also affected  h e r  use  of 
s e rv a n ts  in h e r  plays. She employs th ese  c h a ra c te rs  to a much 
g re a te r  d eg ree  than  does Behn, whose p ro tagon is ts  en joy  the  
scheming and duplic ity  they  have to practice . In co n tra s t ,  S usanna 's  
leading c h a ra c te rs  ha te  to  u se  su b te r fu g e ,  and th e  dictum th a t  the  
nobly born should s e t  good moral examples fo r  th e i r  social in fe r io rs  
is  a co n s tan t  litany  th ro u g h o u t  th e  d ram a tis t 's  works. Consequently, 
we find all th e  morally questionable  behavior of the  leading f ig u res  
d isplaced onto th e i r  se rv an ts .  Furtherm ore , Behn's menials a re  
allowed to  mock th e i r  su p e r io rs '  p re ten s io n s  only if the  t a rg e t  is a 
f ig u re  of fun  already, while C en tliv re 's  sometimes p rov ide  ironic 
commentary on p ro tag o n is ts  as  p a r t  of th a t  w r i te r 's  c r i t iq u e  of 
a r is to c ra t ic  values.
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Not su rp r is in g ly ,  we find a g re a t  d ifference  in both d eg ree  and 
kind in th e  morality of each woman's canon. Both were fo rced  to 
defend  th e  th e a t re  as  a s i te  of moral teaching  b u t  Centlivre seems to 
have taken  th is  neoclassic p rinc ip le  more to  h e a r t  than  did Behn. Her 
p lays a re  more "seda te"  in plot, c h a ra c te r  and theme, and  they  
ce leb ra te  m arriage and moral values Behn had satirized .
While Behn's hero ines  a re  usually  v irg in s  b en t on marriage, and 
h e r  rak es  vow fidelity , th e re  is often a sen se  of moral ambiguity at 
th e  end  of h e r  plays. Not so with C entlivre 's .  She leaves no doubt 
as  to who is  rew arded  o r  punished; h e r  morality is absolute. Where 
Behn mainly ch as t ise s  th e  witless, C entlivre  ta rg e t s  "real"  vices such 
as  promiscuity and ad u lte ry .  Unlike A phra’s  p ro tagonis ts , C entlivre 's  
moralize abou t such  m iddle-class va lues as chas ti ty ,  marital fidelity  
and rational decision-m aking. The a r is to c ra t ic  preoccupation with sex 
and honor maintained by violence has g iven way to a morality based 
on more conventional values.
The values embraced by th e  two d ram atis ts  were no doub t 
influenced by c ircum stances  and e v en ts  in th e  lives of both. At f i r s t  
g lance i t  would seem th a t  Behn and Centlivre had more in common 
with each o th e r  than  otherw ise. However, su rv iv in g  by h e r  pen was 
more of a s t ru g g le  fo r  Behn who was th e  f i r s t  woman to invade  th e  
male p re se rv e  of th e  public  th ea tre ;  Centlivre  had p len ty  of company 
and Behn's tra ilb laz ing  to  help her c a ree r .  Also, while i t  seems likely 
th a t  experiences  in ea r ly  childhood would d ic ta te  th e  political path 
each would follow, those  experiences  were d ifferen t. Behn's family 
were Tories with t ie s  to  th e  Court d u r in g  th e  Commonwealth while
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C entliv re 's  were Parliam entarians whose fo r tu n es  declined a t  the  
Restoration. Living u n d e r  th e  sway of an inimical p a r ty  le ft  a lasting  
impression on both women which accoun ts  in p a r t  fo r  the ir  
preoccupation  with politics in all th e i r  works.
Both women were pe rsecu ted  fo r  th e i r  "immodesty" in w riting fo r  
th e  public s tage , and  th e i r  p lays a ttacked  fo r  th e i r  "immorality." The 
two women accused  th e i r  c r i t ic s  of apply ing  a l i te ra ry  double 
s ta n d a rd  to th e i r  w orks based solely on th e i r  sex and w ere  compelled 
to hide th e i r  iden tities , b u t  a f te r  th e  su ccess  of The Busybody in 
1709, Centlivre p roud ly  s igned  h e r  works.
Not only were th e  two p layw righ ts  a ttacked  for "immorality" b u t 
also fo r  th e i r  in d if fe ren ce  to neoclassical p rincip les . Both believed 
plays were meant to be en te r ta in m en t and should not be w ritten  
according  to a r b i t r a r y  formulas. However, as  th e  Restoration 
p ro g ressed , and c r i t ic s  of the  th e a t re  became more vocal, Behn was 
forced  to  defend  th e  th e a t re  as a potential in s tru m en t fo r  teaching  
morality. But C entlivre  seemed to have taken  th e  criticism more to 
h e a r t  than  Behn, a t  le a s t  fo r  a l ittle  while. Severa l of h e r  plays were 
o s tens ib ly  w ritten  to  a d d re s s  cer ta in  vices, and most of them 
ce lebra ted  conventional v ir tu es .
No doub t th e  moral conventions in C entlivre’s  w orks were 
motivated in p a r t  by th e  fac t  th a t  h e r  aud iences  were d if fe ren t  from 
Behn's. Since th ey  were d riven  by financial necessity  to write, th e  
women were compelled to please th e  ta s te s  of th e  paying custom ers. 
For Behn, th a t  meant ca te r ing  to  a la rge ly  homogeneous crowd 
composed of th e  Court and i ts  h an g e rs -o n  who enjoyed  nothing more
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than  a  lively s a t i re  g lorify ing th e  "w itty" and fashionable o v e r  th e  
low-class and socially inep t. But by C en tliv re 's  time, th e  th e a t r e -  
going public was more he terogeneous, and dram atic  values began to 
re f lec t  th is  as "wit" came to  be viewed with suspicion and moral 
in s tru c tio n  became th e  focus. Even th e  g e n re s  had changed. Behn 
deplored th e  in c reas ing  popularity  of fa rc e  d u r in g  he r  ca ree r ,  and 
th e  "non-ra tiona l"  elem ents of th e a t re —sing ing , dancing and 
spec tac le—were beginning  to  gain th e  ascendancy . During C entlivre 's  
ca ree r ,  th ese  t r e n d s  continued to develop as we can see  with her 
experimentation. A major d iffe rence  between Behn and Centlivre, 
though , is th a t  th e  unm arried  Restoration p layw righ t had to  rely
wholly on what she  could ea rn  by he r  pen to su rv ive ; th e  married
Centlivre  could w rite  a t  h e r  le isure . This also helps to explain Behn's 
prolific o u tp u t  in so many d if fe ren t  l i te ra ry  forms.
Both women used th e i r  plays, and w rit ings  in o th e r  gen re s ,  as 
vehicles fo r  exp ress ing  th e i r  political affiliations. But those  
affiliations co u ld n 't  have been more d ifferen t.  Behn was a s taunch
S tu a r t  su p p o r te r  fo r  whom th e  d ivine r ig h t  of k ings was sac ro san c t
and was convinced th a t  th e  Parliam entarians were a ttem pting to 
r e s u r r e c t  th e  Commonwealth. For h e r  p a r t ,  Centlivre  was a  d y e d - in -  
the-wool Whig and p roponen t of a  constitu tional monarchy who 
believed th a t  Jacobite  Tories wanted to re s to re  both th e  S tu a r t s  and 
Catholicism to England. However, Centlivre  championed h e r  cause 
publicly when i t  was not popular to do so while Behn's sentim ents  
reflec ted  th e  prevailing opinion of those  in au tho rity . This, too, can 
probably  be a t t r ib u te d  to Behn’s  more p re ss in g  financial need.
Since both women were so preoccupied with th e  political ev en ts  
th a t  shaped  th e i r  times as  well as th e i r  works, th e  chan g es  th a t  took 
place in England a t  th e  tu rn  of th e  c e n tu ry  and th e i r  e ffec ts  on th e  
female p layw righ t can be char ted . Behn began h e r  c a ree r  in th e  
m erry day s  of th e  Restoration when a  nation recovering  from a 
d isa s tro u s  civil war was united in s u p p o r t  of a popular  king; 
however, by 1667, th a t  consensus  would be la rge ly  des tro y ed  as w ar 
with th e  Dutch would almost b a n k ru p t  England. Then, Charles II 
concluded the  s e c re t  T rea ty  of Dover in 1670 with Louis in which he 
promised to help th e  French king in an a t ta ck  on Holland and to 
declare  himself a Roman Catholic and re s to re  th a t  religion to England. 
Thus began th e  s t ru g g le  between Charles and Parliament th a t  
charac te rized  much of his reign as  he began his campaign to gain 
to le rance  of Catholicism th ro u g h  royal ed ic t  and use of th e  royal 
p reroga tive . I t  also began to seem th a t  Charles, who admired the  
absolu te  monarchy of France, was a ttem pting to impose such  a  form 
of governm ent on England in violation of i t s  anc ien t constitu tion . 
Attempts by a s tro n g  opposition p a r ty  to  exclude James from the  
succession led to  th e  so-called "Exclusion Crisis" (1678-81) d u ring  
which th e  political p a r t ie s  th a t  would la te r  be called "Tory" and 
"Whig" began to  take  shape. The ex tra v ag a n t  and financially 
ir re sp o n s ib le  Charles had had to periodically appease  Parliament who 
controlled th e  p u rs e  s t r in g s  of th e  realm b u t  a f te r  th is  time he was 
able to depend on o th e r  re so u rces  and achieved a  measure of political 
independence.
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Like his b ro th e r ,  James II ascended th e  th ro n e  with a  Parliament 
th a t  was mostly favorab le  to him as  members of both political pa r tie s  
recognized th a t  th e  Court and th e  governm ent was a  stabilizing 
influence a t  a  time when th e  lower c lasses  were beginning to grow 
re s t le s s  and hostile toward th e  smaller ruling class. However, i t  took 
a few y e a rs  only fo r  James to alienate th e  rich and powerful with his 
openly ag g re ss iv e  campaign to re s to re  Catholicism to England, a 
campaign he ca rr ied  on w ithout Parliament, p ro rogued  ear ly  in his 
re ign. An unlikely coalition of m oderate Whigs and d is se n te rs  with 
Tories opposed James, whose governm ent seemed a th re a t  to th e  
p ro p e r ty  of th e  landed  g e n try .  In 1688, an invitation to invade  
England was s e n t  to  William of Orange. James fled to France a t  the  
end  of 1688, and th e  "Glorious Revolution" was accomplished w ithout 
any  blood being shed.
William called th e  "Convention Parliament" in F eb ruary  1689 which 
offered  th e  crown jo in tly  to him and Mary— b u t with s t r in g s  a ttached . 
The e ffo r ts  of Charles and James to  fo rce  Catholicism and an absolu te  
monarchy on England by rid ing  roughshod  o v e r  h e r  ancien t 
consti tu tion  made th e  ruling c lass  determ ined th a t  succeeding 
sovere igns  would recognize and re sp e c t  th e  power of Parliament. 
Although William III re ta ined  most of th e  powers and p re ro g a tiv es  of 
a  monarch, th e  balance of power would s t a r t  to s h if t  from th e  King 
to Parliament d u r in g  his reign, in la rg e  p a r t  due  to England’s 
involvement in th e  "Nine Years War" (o r "King William's War") th a t  
s ta r te d  in 1689 aga in s t  France. The w ar would be u np receden ted  in
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British h is to ry  in term s of money and men and would change  fo rev e r  
th e  way England was governed .
In 1697, the  T rea ty  of Ryswick ended th e  war although most 
fac tions recognized th a t  i t  was little  more than  a tru ce .  Four y ea rs  
la te r ,  the  Act of Settlem ent was passed  which so u g h t  to e n su re  th e  
P ro te s ta n t  succession. Not long a f te r ,  William died. His re ign had 
seen his toric  changes . The Revolution had successfu lly  challenged th e  
d ivine r ig h t  of kings, and i t s  se tt lem ent meant th a t  th e  s ta te  was now 
more im portan t than  th e  monarch. The balance of power had begun 
to  sh i f t  decisively tow ards  Parliament, especially  th e  Commons. Along 
with th e  beg inn ings  of a consti tu tional monarchy, a tw o -p a rty  political 
system  was emerging.
Both Whigs and Tories welcomed th e  accession of Queen Anne in 
March 1702, which also helped reconcile them to th e  o u tb reak  of th e  
War of th e  Spanish  Succession in May. But in 1710, when enthusiasm  
fo r  the  war had la rge ly  waned and some, including  the  Queen, feared  
a Whig suprem acy  th re a ten e d  th e  Anglican religion, Anne dismissed 
most of h e r  Whig m inistry  and p u t  to g e th e r  a predom inantly  Tory one 
with S ir Robert Harley a t  i ts  head. Peace negotia tions with F rance 
began in U trech t in J an u a ry  1712, and a  general peace was concluded 
by t r e a ty  a y ea r  la te r .  Not only had Britain accomplished all of h e r  
war goals b u t  sh e  also gained new te r r i to r ie s  and  trad in g  r ig h ts  with 
Spain and i t s  South American market. In 1714, Queen Anne died, 
leaving th e  m oderate Earl of S h rew sb u ry  in charge .
Queen Anne's re ign  had seen th e  v ic to ries  of England 's  g re a te s t  
war and achieved a  peace which confirmed B rita in 's  new s tan d in g  as
331
a g re a t  European power. I t  had w itnessed  th e  fru ition  of the  
constitu tional seed s  sown by th e  Revolution. As th e  m onarch 's  power 
was fu r th e r  limited, Cabinet governm ent and th e  office of Prime 
Minister began to develop. Constitutional monarchy and a tw o -p a r ty  
system  had a rr iv ed .  The divine r ig h t  of k ings was no more now th a t  
power had sh if ted  to  a g roup  of m inisters  who were not answ erable  
to  a king, b u t  to th e  people 's  r e p re se n ta t iv e s  in Parliament.
The f i r s t  Hanoverian king, George I, ascended th e  th rone  
peacefully in 1714, and, desp ite  periodic Jacobite  u p r is in g s ,  re ta ined  
it. In c o n tra s t  to  th e  p rev ious  tw en ty -f iv e  years ,  his re ign  would be 
a  peaceful one in which the  gains of th e  Revolution would be given 
f u r th e r  secu r i ty ,  and notable advances  would be made in 
Parliam entary  power and practice . James S tanhope was made leading 
m inister until 1721. He died th a t  year , p a r tly  as  a re su l t  of the  
b u rs t in g  of the  South Sea Bubble which shook th e  th ro n e  and 
th re a ten e d  th e  dominance of th e  Whigs. Both were secu red  by Sir 
Robert Walpole who was Prime M inister from 1721 to' 1742. When 
S usanna  Centlivre died in 1723, th e  co u n try  was on th e  road to a long 
period of peace and p ro sp e r i ty  u n d e r  Walpole and the  Whigs.
George I 's  accession was th e  la s t  s tep  in th e  1688 Revolution as 
i t  es tab lished  th e  princip le  th a t  th e  sovere ign  ruled by ac t  of 
Parliament. I t  also marked a new e r a  in th e  working of th e  English 
consti tu tion  as the  m inistry  became much more in d ep en d e n t  of the  
King. A major s tep  toward th e  modern form of the  Cabinet and a 
f u r th e r  dem onstration of th e  fac t  th a t  power was passing  from the
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ru le r  to Parliament was th e  evolution of a  new princip le  of Cabinet 
governm ent u n d e r  Walpole.
J u s t  as political developm ents w ere  changing  th e  s t r u c tu r e  of 
E ngland 's  governm ent, new economic t r e n d s  were transform ing  the  
c o u n try 's  financial in f r a s t ru c tu re .  The "Glorious Revolution" of 1688 
was also an economic tu rn in g  point. Companies were allowed to form 
in complete independence  of the  s ta te .  New in d u s tr ie s  opened up for 
export  and to meet expanding consum er demand a t  home. The 
founding  of th e  Bank of England in 1694 b ro u g h t changes  in money 
and cred it ,  p roviding a s teady  flow of capital fo r  investm ent.
The r ise  of commercial farming resu lted  in ag ricu ltu ra l  
innovations th a t  would even tua lly  remove th e  fe a r  of famine from 
England. I t  also underm ined the  trad itiona l s t r u c tu r e  of ru ra l  society 
in to  landlord , commercial farm er and laborer. A tw o-class  society 
began to em erge—a land less  working c lass  d ep en d en t on wage labor 
inc reased  in c o n tra s t  to a smaller ru ling  c lass  of employers. 
Inc reas ing  urban ization  was reflected by th e  r ise  of something like a 
modern p ro le ta r ia t  in both town and co u n try  as most u rban  w orkers  
had to  depend e n t ire ly  on th e i r  labor fo r  o th e rs  fo r  surv ival. The 
p rocesses  of commercialization and social polarization, as well as 
improvements in ag r icu ltu ra l  techn iques , materially improved th e  lot 
of everyone, including  the  poor.
In addition, by George I 's  time, th e re  were opportun it ies  such  as 
had never  before  existed  fo r  the  grow th of t r a d e  and in d u s t ry .  The 
na tion 's  lo n g -d is tan ce  t r a d e  had improved dramatically d u r in g  th e  
seven teen th  c en tu ry  as i t  had expanded and d ivers ified  all o v e r  the
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world. But while land was still an im portan t investm ent, and 
a g r ic u l tu re  was making a con tribu tion  to th e  na tion 's  economy, 
speculation became an o th e r  im portan t economic activ ity .
Political and economic changes  also w ro u g h t changes in English 
society . At th e  Restoration, th e  amorality of Charles and his court  
even tua lly  a lienated a majority of his su b jec ts ,  who were still 
in fluenced  by y e a rs  of Puritan  rule, and motivated much of th e  
opposition his governm ent faced. As th e  S tu a r t  period p rogressed , 
and Parliament began i t s  r ise  to dominance, th e  conserva tive  middle 
c lass  began to make i t s  p re sen ce  fe lt  in politics, particu la rly  in the  
House of Commons. Also, with th e  change of sovere igns  in 1688, th e  
moral o rien tation  of th e  Court switched from th e  libertinism  of Charles 
and James to th e  "family values"  of William and Mary, a tren d  which 
continued.
Economic t r e n d s  re inforced  th e  social changes  taking place. 
While th e  u p p e r  ran k s  continued to p ro sp e r ,  th e  fo r tu n es  of the  
middling ra n k s  also began to  r ise  s ignificantly . The middle c lasses  
made in roads  in to  p reviously  fo rb idden  a reas  as th e  chance fo r 
employment in th e  p ro fessions  became available to a wider ran g e  of 
people. Professions gave  p rac ti t io n e rs  a gen tili ty  th a t  had little  o r  
nothing to do with o lder concep ts  of gen tili ty  based on th e  ownership 
of land. Consequently, the  concept of gentleman began to b lu r  in 
people 's  minds, especially  when peers  began to in v e s t  in t ra d e  or 
work in banking. The trad itional scorn  fo r  m erchants  d isappeared  as 
they  became essen tia l to  th e  na tion 's  economy and in te rm arried  with 
the  families of the  g e n try .  So, while society was much more polarized
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a t  th e  end  of th e  S tu a r t  period between th e  "haves"  and th e  "have-  
nots ,"  th e re  was a g re a te r  flexibility of movement among those  who 
w ere  p rospering .
Social changes  began to  make an impact on th e  th e a t r e s  a t th e  
tu r n  of th e  c en tu ry .  During Behn's time, th e  comedy of m anners with 
i t s  w itty  re p a r te e  and  mocking p o r t ra i t s  of th e  lower c lass  was in 
vogue among th e  fash ionable  elite who f req u e n te d  th e  playhouses. 
Also, th e  majority of p lays  d u rin g  th e  1660s and 1670s championed th e  
Cavalier cause  and vilified the  King's enemies, especially  d is se n te rs  
in th e  b us iness  community. But when C entlivre  began h e r  ca ree r  in 
1700, the  1688 Revolution had b ro u g h t  abou t a s ign ifican t reversa l  in 
th e  te n o r  of th e  drama as th e  Whigs gained prominence in th e  
th e a t re s .  While i t  would take  comedy severa l decades to catch up to 
reality , i t  began th e  slow process of re flec ting  th e  social and economic 
ch an g es  th a t  had taken  place since th e  Restoration. That class 
b a r r ie r s  were no longer  firm was ev id en t  from the  audiences of th is  
time which were still dominated by fash ionable  people b u t  now th a t  
g roup  included m erchan ts  accepted as  gentlemen and prominent 
f inanc iers  belonging to gentle  or even  noble families. With th is  new 
audience  came new social values which h u n g ry  p layw righ ts  were quick 
to adopt. Indeed, ea r ly  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  plays were preoccupied 
with th e  conflict between the  landed c lasses  and th e  money men with 
th e i r  opposing values. I t  would be e v id en t  a f te r  th e  second decade 
th a t  th e  la t te r  were beginning  to  gain th e  ascendancy.
Another fa c to r  responsib le  fo r  th e  sea  change in th e  social 
values depicted  in comedy was th e  dram atic  reform movement a t  the
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tu rn  of th e  c en tu ry ,  p a r t  of a  l a rg e r  co n tro v e rsy  o v e r  th e  function  
of "wit" in l i te ra tu re .  Critics su ch  as Jerem y Collier b lasted  the  
s tag e  as a place w here  vice was e levated  and v i r tu e  belittled. For 
th e i r  p a r t ,  w ri te rs  like Alexander Pope mocked th e  p o s tu r in g s  of 
Collier and company and lambasted th e  th e a t re s  fo r a  g r e a te r  s in — 
lack of a r t is t ic  quality  in th e i r  p ro d u c ts .  By th e  end of George I 's  
re ign , however, i t  would be c lear th a t  th e  reform ers had gained  the  
u p p e r  hand as  l i te ra ry  c r i t ic s  of both political pa r tie s  would lament 
th e  a r t is t ic  "decline" in l i te ra tu re  due  to  th e  inanities  of sentim ent 
and the  dominance of pantomime and i ts  ilk.
As we can see  from th is  summary, th e  England th a t  saw Behn's 
f i r s t  play was qu ite  d if fe ren t  from th e  one th a t  w itnessed  C entliv re 's  
debut. I t  was more democratic, r ic h e r  and  more conserva tive . I t  was 
shedd ing  th e  la s t  v e s t ig es  of feudalism and developing more modern 
forms of governm ent and finance. Class b a r r ie r s  were beginning to 
b re a k  down as th e  middle c lass  became upw ard ly  mobile. Peace and 
p ro sp e r i ty  would even tually  help make England a force to be reckoned 
with in Europe. All of th e se  t r e n d s  can be d iscerned  in the  
d iffe rences  between th e  two women's w orks within th e  same g en re  in 
what they  pra ised  and what they  re jec ted .  Background and lifesty le  
also affected what they  wrote. The unm arried  Behn was a s taunch  
Tory who may have  been a Catholic a t  a  time when th e  Cavalier cause 
was still popular while Centlivre, who was defin ite ly  an Anglican Whig, 
m arried and w rote  a t  a  time when th e  political s itua tion  made i t  
d an g ero u s  to tak e  too public a  s tan d  on is sues . Having a  husband  
gave  h e r  g re a te r  secu r i ty  than  Behn had and more freedom to  answ er
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opposition. Both women, however, re fused  to  be cowed and were vocal 
p ro p o n en ts  of th e i r  re sp ec tiv e  causes.
What, then, can we conclude from an examination of th e  lives and 
w orks of th ese  two women about th e  developm ent of th e  female 
p layw righ t in England? We know th a t  a t  th e  time Behn began writing, 
conditions were conducive to  a female d ram atis t  in th a t  th e  loosening 
of trad itional va lues  a t  th e  Restoration allowed fo r  unorthodox 
developm ents u n th inkab le  a  half c e n tu ry  before, such  as ac tre s ses .  
With h e r  many C ourt connections, Behn was able to g e t  a foot in th e  
door. But when she  made i t  c lea r  she  was in to s tay , th e  a t ta ck s  
began on h e r  "modesty" and honesty . Behn held firm and exp ressed  
h e r  feminist sen tim ents  in many of h e r  w orks. She believed th a t  
women were not in fe r io r  c re a tu re s  compared to  men; th e  only 
ad v an tag e  men had was th e i r  s u p e r io r  education . She was carefu l to 
c re a te  fictional hero ines  who were th e  equals  of th e i r  male 
c o u n te rp a r ts .  Behn made forced  m arriage th e  focus of h e r  c ru sad ing  
since sh e  believed th is  ins ti tu tion  was th e  one th a t  o p p re ssed  women 
most. At the  end  of th e  sev en teen th  c en tu ry ,  th e re  was an 
unp receden ted  o u tpouring  of w riting by women ad d re ss in g  the  same 
issues .
What facilita ted th is  flood of fem inist sen tim ent were th e  
changing  political, economic and social conditions in England a f te r  th e  
1688 Revolution. As men began to  demand more individual l ibe rty , 
women saw no reason  why they  should not have th e  same priv ileges. 
The new political s itua tion  also re su lted  in  a  more democratic 
community of le t t e r s  in which women from all social c lasses  wrote
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p oe try  and prose. While women scho la rs  were w riting logical, 
c o h e ren t  a rgum en ts  fo r  b e t te r  education  fo r  women and  b e t te r  
t rea tm en t of them in m arriage, o the rs ,  like Centlivre, w ere  writing 
plays fo r  th e  public s tag e  exp ress ing  similar ideas. However, while 
th e i r  plays focussed  on th e  oppression  of women in forced  marriage, 
few female d ram atis ts  demanded sexual equali ty  as Behn had. They 
also modeled s t ro n g  fictional hero ines b u t  in a much more dem urer 
mode than Behn's lu s ty  nymphs. Furtherm ore , th e  dram atic  emphasis 
had sh ifted  from th e  sexual "love chase"  to a plea fo r  more equality  
within marriage. Even so, th e se  women were su b jec ted  to th e  same 
kind of a t ta ck s  of which Behn had been a victim.
However, Centlivre  had an ad v an tag e  ov e r  Behn in th a t  a t  th e  
time sh e  was w riting, she  was not a lone female voice c ry ing  in th e  
d e se r t .  Changing w o rk -p a t te rn s  b ro u g h t  about by th e  emerging 
cap ita lis t  society  affected  p rofessions  trad itionally  belonging to women 
as  men began to rep lace  them. Some of th e  d ispossessed  tu rn e d  to 
w riting  as a means of livelihood, although marriage was often th e  only 
a lte rna t ive . Many were in sp ired  by th e  ongoing deba te  o v e r  th e  
supposed  in fe r io r i ty  of women while o th e rs ,  like Behn had, expressed  
fem inist sen tim ents  a t  le a s t  in p a r t  because of th e  misogyny and 
obstac les  they  faced as  women w rite rs .  What most of th e se  women 
had in common was an aw areness  of sh a red , g en d er-sp ec if ic  ideas  and 
experiences. They ce leb ra ted  female fr ien d sh ip  in poetry ; c rea ted  
exemplary hero ines in prose; and su p p o r te d  each o th e r ’s  endeavors . 
T hanks to Behn in p a r t icu la r ,  female d ram atis ts  claimed th e  r ig h t  to 
use  forms trad itionally  re se rv e d  fo r  males only. Another im portan t
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fac to r  in th e  in c rease  of women w r i te rs  was a growing demand fo r  
them from th e i r  own sex who, b a r re d  from economic ac tiv ity  in th e  
new cap ita lis t  system , had more le isu re  to read.
However, th e  explosion of feminine writing in th e  la s t  decades  of 
th e  sev en teen th  c e n tu ry  declined a f te r  th e  f i r s t  decade o r  so of th e  
next c e n tu ry  when a backlash s e t  in ag a in s t  women; even 
ex trao rd in a ry  women were marginalized and  ridiculed. Ironically, th is  
was due  to th e  v e ry  same conditions which had encouraged  the  
" fa ire r  sex" to v e n tu re  in to  writing  fo r  publication in th e  f i r s t  place. 
The new cap ita lis t  economy divided society  in to  g e n d e r -b ase d  public 
and p riv a te  s p h e re s  in which th e  husb an d  worked ou ts ide  th e  home 
fo r  himself o r  o th e rs  while his wife devoted  he rse lf  to th e  care  of 
ch ildren  and household. There  was a new focus on m arriage as 
middle and u p p e r  c lass  women were tra in ed  to believe motherhood was 
a  param ount p r io r i ty  (he irs )  and monogamy a social and political goal. 
One consequence  of th is  economic im perative  was th a t  a t t i tu d e s  
tow ards women were changing . I t  no lo n g e r  se rv ed  th e  bourgeois  
male economically o r  socially to co n s id e r  women th e  Eve-like tem pte rs  
they  had been b randed  as fo r  c en tu r ie s .  The new s te re o ty p e  to 
which women were supposed  to conform was th a t  of a weak, 
subm issive madonna-like c re a tu re  who was p u re  and noble b u t  too 
frag ile  to  fend  fo r  herself . Those women who dared  to  defy 
convention in th e  ea r ly  decades  of th e  e igh teen th  c e n tu ry  and 
ex p re ss  th e i r  opinions in public were  mocked, which d iscouraged  o th e r  
women from voicing th e i r  opposition.
By th e  time C entlivre  died in 1723, th e se  t r e n d s  were a p p a re n t  
and gaining c u rren cy . In a society so  r ig id ly  seg reg a ted  in to  public 
and p riv a te  sp h eres ,  women who w rote fo r  th e  public s tag e  faced 
inc reas ing  opposition. Consequently , th e  number of female 
p layw righ ts  decreased  dramatically; indeed, Centlivre is th e  most 
im portan t female English p layw righ t until th e  tw entie th  cen tu ry .  But 
women did not q u it  writing. Publication was a growth in d u s t ry  for 
women who formed a su bs tan tia l  minority of e ig h te en th -ce n tu ry  
w rite rs ,  especially in fiction w riting. A new genre , th e  novel, became 
an im portan t vehicle fo r  female a u th o rs  s ince  i t  involved an activity  
which did not t re s p a s s  in to  the  "public  sp h e re ."  Furtherm ore , i t  was 
reg a rd ed  as a le s s e r  g e n re  so i t  seemed a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  th e  "weaker 
sex;" i t  requ ired  no classical tra in ing ; and i t  was le ss  res tr ic tive . 
The novel was also well su ited  to women because  they  could w rite  in 
th e  familiar s ty le  pe rfec ted  in informal le t te r s  and use th e i r  own 
experiences. Indeed, i t  became th e  prim ary venue  th ro u g h  which 
women examined them selves and th e i r  lives and defined them selves as 
women.
In th e i r  e f fo r t  to define  them selves, members of th e  "second sex" 
have so u g h t an id en ti ty  in all places and all times b u t  too often in 
Western h is tory , we g e t  " h is - s to ry ,"  and  not hers . Women's h is to ry  
is one of re s is tan ce  to ins titu tionalized  oppression  and a ttem pts  to 
shoehorn them into  cook iecu tte r  roles th a t  s e rv e  societies which deny 
them the  freedoms women them selves facilitate. W hatever the  
d iffe rences  th a t  may have  existed between A phra Behn and Susanna  
Centlivre, they  sh ared  one immutable ch arac te r is t ic ;  They were female
in a world w here g en d er  determ ined destiny . Both found voices and 
did not le t formidable obstac les  silence them. They w ere  not alone. 
They were p a r t  of a la rg e r  community whose legacy is j u s t  now 
coming to  light. Ann M essenger 's  analogy comparing th e  res to ra tion  
of an old painting to  th e  e ffo r t  to re scu e  p a r t  of o u r  l i te ra ry  heritage  
is an a p t  one. I t  is  hoped th is  w ork has gone a little  way tow ards  
re s to r in g  two of h e r  "dim and invisib le  f ig u res ."
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